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ABSTRACT 
 
In The Shaping of America, historical geographer D. W. Meinig explores some 
geopolitical “might-have-beens” to suggest that alternative imaginings are useful because they 
“jar us out of habits of mind, loosen images so familiar, so constantly put before us, so deeply 
imprinted on our national consciousness that they are assumed to be fixed and inevitable.” 
Meinig’s invitation to explore the contingency of our current nation-form provides a starting 
point for my dissertation, which argues that the versions of national geography transmitted to 
readers through popular nineteenth-century literary and cultural forms dismantle our inherited 
narratives of US imperial expansion. I analyze a wide range of texts, including novels, 
newspapers, travel and exploration narratives, textbooks, travel and railway guidebooks, maps 
and atlases, each of which has its own story to tell about the production of the space “America” 
between the Louisiana Purchase and the Spanish-American War. At the center of my discussion 
of these different kinds of texts lies the act of reading itself, which I claim was intimately tied to 
the more abstract ideological work of imagining different kinds of geographic spaces at different 
scales. Reading allowed nineteenth-century Americans to imagine nation and empire; it provided 
them opportunities to limn expanding perimeters, imagine diverse interiors, take in manifold 
populations, and fantasize about the extent of political and territorial dominion. I argue that 
reading engendered the imaginative formation and reformation of nineteenth-century American 
geography, thus producing vibrant alternative forms of geographic consciousness and revealing 
that the experience of geography was much more ragged and dialectical than our retrospective 
narratives of territorial expansion suggest. Ultimately, this dissertation contends that nineteenth-
century American readers could never have imagined the eventual shape of the continental 
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United States, or the process by which temporally and spatially changing and changeable sets of 
relationships would yield its current form. 
My dissertation engages the work of scholars who have variously turned to the 
intersections of geography and print culture to explore ideologies of exceptionalism, nationalism, 
and empire. While the field of American studies fruitfully trends toward wider geographic 
frames that reconfigure U.S. economic, cultural, and literary histories, this project suggests that 
these new scales, in fact, rely on a fixed and knowable national geography rather than the 
flexible geographies of imagination and lived experience. “Reading the Map” addresses the 
production of geographical imagination from the perspectives of a fluid, contestable national 
space and an uneven circulation of print among heterogeneous reading publics. Though it ranges 
from accounts of expeditions to railway guides to schoolroom geographies, my dissertation is 
bound together by a common interest in the way literary texts and readers produce space and 
geography. The chapters demonstrate a range of spatial imaginings, which draw attention to the 
plasticity of geographic consciousness and the rapidity of perceptual change over the course of 
the nineteenth century. Moreover, they pinpoint three flashpoints of geopolitical change in the 
United States—moments that have been primarily narrated by maps. At the same time, however, 
each chapter complicates the maps that prop up national mythology and emphasizes the multiple 
versions of American geography made available to and produced by readers. The texts I analyze 
were popular—if not dominant—ways of seeing American geography, and suggest that Manifest 
Destiny was not the only—nor indeed, the most readily available—form of geographic 
imagining available to nineteenth-century readers.  
Chapter One, “Publishing Empire,” reexamines entrenched publication and reception 
histories of the early texts of the Lewis and Clark expedition, including Patrick Gass’s A Journal 
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of the Voyages & Travels of a Corps of Discovery (1807), a handful of “unauthorized” texts, and 
Nicholas Biddle’s History of the Expedition (1814)—the nineteenth-century’s single authorized 
edition, but also the early texts’ most egregious publishing failure—to suggest that national 
geographic imaginaries in the wake of the expedition, due in part to the slow and incomplete 
publication of expedition findings and in part to the conventions of literary form, were neither 
expansive nor cohesive. I argue that the authors, editors, and compilers of early editions, many of 
which enjoyed enormous success in the early nineteenth century, compromised the 
communication of western geography by reproducing for eastern reading and map-consuming 
publics an abstracted and endlessly indistinguishable and unincorporable terrain and the 
sensation of disorientation, loss, and deprivation. Far from signaling an unambivalent call for 
Manifest Destiny, therefore, the original reception of early expedition publications engendered a 
contraction of geographic imagining that in turn foregrounded local geographies, revising our 
popular mythology about territorial expansion and requiring us to search elsewhere for an 
orginary and unifying moment of continental consciousness. 
Chapter Two, “Reading and Riding,” shifts the focus from the Age of Muscle to the Age 
of Steam to take up another popular flashpoint of Manifest Destiny—indeed the era of its famous 
coining—and the technology mythically linked to its inexorable progress. I argue that the 
precariousness, unevenness, and chaos of the antebellum railroad project and of mid-century 
railroad travel paradoxically called forth a powerful fantasy of dominance and completion 
registered most clearly in the profusion of travel and railway guides. This chapter identifies the 
passenger car as a new context for literary consumption that puts pressure on the official 
narrative of territorial expansion and national geographic identity. Rail passengers read a variety 
of printed texts on board trains, but I argue guidebooks offer the best window to early rail travel 
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in the United States and the most conspicuous site where reading and travel intersect to produce 
geographic imagination. Although guidebooks were an integral part of the production of new 
geographic perceptions, travelers who read them did not get visions of a fluid and inevitable 
outward march or of national connection. What they got instead were fractured and disarticulated 
versions of national space and an overwhelming and ever-increasing catalogue of scattered 
destinations they were charged to incorporate into their conceptions of national geography. The 
various methods of layout and organization, which largely determined how guidebooks were 
used, juxtaposed disparate geographic spaces and brought vastly different regional geographies 
into contact, which compelled travelers to completely reconceptualize previously familiar spatial, 
racial, and commercial relationships and geographic forms. I assemble narratives of railway 
travelers in the opening decades of the railroad era, many of whom consulted guidebooks en 
route to their destinations and whose records help describe the conditions, methods, and results 
of their use to argue that the dialectical relationship between represented and actual traveled 
space yielded new and powerful geographic imaginaries that unsettle and resist narratives 
documenting the role of the railroad in the emergence of a homogenous, monolithic, and clearly 
discernible national form. 
Finally, Chapter Three, entitled “Classrooms and Continents,” attends to the nearly 
unparalleled circulation of geography textbooks during the late nineteenth century and to the 
classroom as the physical context of reading and disciplinary instruction where national space 
was newly repackaged and standardized for entire generations of students from all corners of the 
nation. What many have considered a period of suspended imperial desire and contained self-
examination, was instead, as an analysis of geography schoolbooks suggests, a period of active 
imperial projection onto global geographies. I demonstrate how the textbooks’ representation of 
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fixed and complete U.S. space encouraged students to develop refreshed global perspectives and 
imperial ambitions, to imagine what might be beyond the borders of the now “completed” Union. 
I argue that it is precisely the textually mediated relationships between students and land that 
enabled the expansive geographic imaginaries developed in classrooms. This chapter suggests 
that visions of U.S. imperial geography contained in postbellum geography schoolbooks 
contrasted sharply with the simple, sterile versions of the nation produced in the maps designed 
for textbooks and classrooms; by the time the United States entered the Spanish-American war in 
1898, global imperial imaginaries had been operating in Americans’ minds for nearly thirty 
years. 
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Introduction 
WHOSE GEOGRAPHIC IMAGINARIES ARE THESE? 
 
[Geopolitical] might have beens…jar us out of habits of mind, loosen 
images so familiar, so constantly put before us, so deeply imprinted on 
our national consciousness that they are assumed to be fixed and 
inevitable. 
      —D. W. Meinig, The Shaping of America 
   
It could be said that the map of the earth does not represent but gives 
birth to the earth, cerates it, makes it visible, as a reality that can be 
thought and seen only after it has been represented. 
   —Christian Jacob, The Sovereign Map 
 
Speaking of his latest book, Old Custer, to a group of thronging admirers, Eli Cash, 
assistant professor of English Literature in director Wes Anderson’s The Royal Tenenbaums, 
says, “Well, everyone knows Custer died at Little Bighorn. What this book presupposes is: 
maybe he didn’t?” Cash’s presupposition is comically absurd. Custer’s Last Stand is among the 
most notorious defeats in nineteenth-century U.S. military history and has been studied 
extensively by historians. His question, posed in the face of overwhelming evidence, including 
the General’s own corpse, is what makes it funny—the historical narrative seems so airtight that 
only a mescaline addict would challenge it.  
However absurd the book’s presupposition may be, it represents the critical approach of 
my dissertation. “Reading the Map” asks the same kind of question about the models of 
American geographic consciousness we have inherited (though hopefully it does not elicit the 
same hysterics): what if the modern nation-form we are all so familiar with did not emerge from 
the tangled mess of nineteenth-century geographic imaginaries? To ask the question seems 
ridiculous. We all live daily with this geographic reality. Its borders are policed; the cultural field 
is steeped in its logo; its image turns up everywhere. But what election maps, national weather 
maps, or even animated maps of territorial acquisition cannot tell us is how nineteenth-century 
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Americans experienced space and how they constructed geographic consciousness in the 
turbulent decades of territorial and imperial expansion. Asking the seemingly absurd question 
challenges us to explore geographic contingency and to produce more textured accounts of 
geographic imagination operating in nineteenth-century America. 
In an effort to “locate” the United States, the field of American Studies has for some time 
now fruitfully trended toward wider geographic frames that reconfigure U.S. economic, cultural, 
and literary histories. Shifting the borders of cultural study and providing new frames of analysis 
have shown us how frequently and easily culture transcends the often arbitrary borders of the 
nation-state. This work has granted new centrality to people and places that have been 
marginalized by official histories of conquest and nation building and has brought a provocative 
body of new texts, languages, and subjects into view. However, the comparative dialogues of 
transnational studies and the recontextualizations of “discrete” national histories often require 
scholars to stand at a critical distance from the nation—outside its borders—to see the 
unexpected points of contact and connection. Whether inter-American comparativist approaches 
or U.S.-multiculturalist models of hemispheric, “continental,” or borderlands studies, 
transnationalism paradoxically relies heavily on the contemporary national borders and official 
histories of (geo)political consolidation it seeks to disrupt—even to the point of reinscribing 
them.1  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 For a good discussion of the shape of early American transnationalism, see Ralph Bauer, “Early 
American Literature and American Literary History at the ‘Hemispheric Turn,’” in American Literary 
History 22 (Summer 2010): 250-265; see also Suzanne Bost’s response to Bauer in the same issue. For 
excellent recent scholarship in this vein, see Winfried Fluck, Donald E. Pease, and John Carlos Rowe, 
eds., Re-Framing the Transnational Turn in American Studies. Hanover, NH: Dartmouth University 
Press, 2011; Rachel Adams, Continental Divides: Remapping the Cultures of North America. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2009; Anna Brickhouse, Transamerican Literary Relations and the 
Nineteenth-Century Public Sphere. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004; Gretchen Murphy, 
Hemispheric Imaginings: The Monroe Doctrine and Narratives of U.S. Empire. Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2005; and Caroline F. Levander and Robert S. Levine, eds., Hemispheric American 
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Many scholars working in this vein have adopted the geographic imaginaries of 
contemporary social and cultural theory and have thus taken for granted fixed, knowable, and 
undialectical national geographies that contain the terms, histories, and texts of their 
comparisons. For example, in Continental Divides, an excellent book that introduces for the first 
time the North American continent as a frame for the study of American culture, Rachel Adams 
aspires to a “genuinely comparative view of North American borders that locates them in relation 
to one another and to borders in other parts of the world.” The archive she assembles, composed 
primarily of twentieth-century texts, “mine[s] a history that extends back to the mid-nineteenth 
century with the consolidation of the continent’s land borders.”2 To put it another way, victory in 
the war with Mexico, a treaty with Britain establishing the border between the United States and 
British North America at the 49th parallel, and California’s admission to the Union somehow 
make these North American nations (and their cultural productions) national enough to compare. 
From the perspective of twenty-first-century geopolitics, we may indeed consider them 
consolidated; that is, only if we suppress a number of competing versions of geography operating 
in the minds of American citizens at that time. In addition to debates about expansionism that 
precipitated constant and considerable motion sickness among U.S.-Americans, mid-nineteenth 
century visions of American geography were vivid and multiple, including—to name just a few 
of the more notorious alternative imaginaries in the narrative of U.S. national “consolidation” at 
mid-century—the K.G.C.’s infamous slave-holding empire centering on Havana, U.S. 
filibustering campaigns to Cuba and South America, Brigham Young’s Mormon empire mapped 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Studies, ed.. New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2008. Unlike scholars working in a post-
nationalist vein, many, like Adams, recognize the “ongoing salience of the nation for understanding the 
cultures of North America.” She argues this is “especially true in Canada and Mexico, where many have 
seen the presence of U.S. products and mass media as a threat to cultural particularity, and proximity to 
the United States itself as a threat to political sovereignty.” See Adams, Continental Divides, 22. 
2 Adams, Continental Divides, 21. 
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across the western desert, the Compromise of 1850, increasingly vitriolic sectionalism, and the 
Civil War. Too often transnational approaches, even as they strive to provide more textured 
versions of historical and cultural contact more consistent with the “anarchy” of imperial 
expansion, flatten out the plurality of geographic imaginings in favor of more familiar maps. 
Despite the infusion of new geographic frames and interpretive lenses, Manifest Destiny 
has largely retained its tight grip on the history of U.S. imperial expansion and on the making of 
U.S. cultural identity, including its influence on race, gender, class, and geographic 
consciousness.3 Even when scholars attempt to situate the subjects of their inquiries in specific 
nineteenth-century geographic imaginaries, such as the contexts of international frontiers and 
interracial contact zones, the retrospective narratives of the United States’ predetermined 
imperial course across the continent, and the fantasies of orderliness, incorporation, and 
completion in its wake, shape their conclusions and structure their conceptions of American 
geography and nation building.4 “Reading the Map” suggests that we can meaningfully 
reconfigure U.S. cultural histories and geographic imaginaries without navigating the tightrope 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 See, for example, Amy S. Greenberg, Manifest Manhood and the Antebellum American Empire. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005; Horsman, Reginald. Race and Manifest Destiny: The 
Origins of American Racial Anglo-Saxonism. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1981; Thomas R. 
Hietala, Manifest design : anxious aggrandizement in late Jacksonian America. Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1985; Streeby, Shelley, American Sensations: Class, Empire, and the Production of Popular 
Culture. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002. 
4 Although Amy Kaplan’s The Anarchy of Empire broke ground by challenging the traditional model of 
imperialism as a one-way imposition of power and for describing the way imperial expansion brought 
foreign and domestic spaces into “jarring proximity,” perhaps nowhere is the pervasiveness of this model 
of geographic consciousness felt more than in “manifest domesticity,” in which she hitches the discourse 
(and practices) of domesticity to the discourse (and practices) of Manifest Destiny. Despite claiming to 
focus on the North/South axis around the issues of slavery, Reconstruction, and Jim Crow segregations, 
Kaplan’s conception of “manifest domesticity” adheres to a circumscribed narrative of continental 
expansion—an east-to-west imperial trajectory across the terrain of modern national boundaries. 
Deployed to negotiate the borders of an expanding empire, domesticity, Kaplan argues, which followed 
closely on the heels of men’s military invasions and territorial conquests, effaced all traces of violent 
conflict and transformed foreign space (and people) into domestic space, into national space. See Kaplan, 
The Anarchy of Empire in the Making of U.S. Culture (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002), 23-
50. 
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of twenty-first-century national borders or abandoning the nation altogether for new centers or 
frames, but by focusing instead on acts of reading and textual interpretation embedded in the 
everyday lives of Americans.5 The materialist accounts of reading I offer throughout—including 
the exploration of interpretive strategies and ideological imperatives, analyses of the physical 
contexts of textual consumption, and the technologies of literary and visual production and 
distribution—peel back totalizing narratives of U.S. territorial and imperial expansion revealing 
a field of cognitive geographies that may never have existed as physical, geopolitical realities in 
North America, but that nevertheless functioned imaginatively to facilitate self-understanding 
and legitimate a range of geopolitical identities.6 Considering the range of U.S. geographic 
imaginaries, this dissertation urges scholars not to take geographic metastructures for granted but 
to account more carefully for the flexible—not necessarily narrower—geographic “sensibilities” 
that shaped nineteenth-century American ideologies and identities. 
This notion of sensibility has roots in postmodernist/poststructuralist geography, which 
seeks to break down conventional, static, and objectified schemes, emphasizing instead fluidity, 
contingency, movement, and multiplicity, questioning the rigid spatial frameworks that have 
limited and constrained our geographical imagination.7 For Scottish philosopher and empiricist 
David Hume, imagination is “naturally sublime,” at once feebler than sensory experience but 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Stephanie LeMenager has established this point by thinking about the explosion of the foreign within the 
borders of the nation through international commercial trade on the Mississippi River, a space she argues 
represents a counternarrative to Manifest Destiny. See LeMenager, Manifest and Other Destinies: 
Territorial Fictions of the Nineteenth-Century United States. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
2004. 
6 For more on reader-oriented criticism sensitive to the interpretive, ideological, and material contexts that 
govern the forms of reader activity for specific historical audiences, see James L. Machor, ed. Readers in 
History: Nineteenth-Century American Literature and the Contexts of Response. Baltimore: The Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1993. 
7 I do not, however, go so far, as many poststructuralist geographers do, to deny notions of unity, 
similarity, or locality-transcending processes. For more on the roots and problems of postmodern 
geography, see Lawrence D. Berg, “Between Modernism and Postmodernism,” Progress in Human 
Geography 17: 490-507. 
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also more vigorous in its “unlimited power of mixing, compounding, separating, and dividing” 
the material of experience; it is a “gentle force” that seeks a “uniting principle” among ideas.8 
“Reading the Map” suggests that sensibility and imagination—not metageographic structures 
(like hemispheres and nation-states) or hegemonic models of geographic consciousness (like 
Manifest Destiny)—are more accurate reflections of geographic consciousness and of how 
Americans felt and experienced space. The accounts of map reading I offer (and of literary forms 
where verbal and visual descriptions collide) represent an avenue to readers’ geographic 
sensibilities.  
Although this dissertation tends toward the more material, it mirrors in important ways 
what Dana Luciano has recently done for nineteenth-century time. In Arranging Grief, she 
argues that although industrial time first asserted itself monolithically, it did not foreclose—
indeed, it might even be said to have produced (in opposition)—a number of alternative pockets 
of temporal experience.9 Despite what some have argued about print-capitalism’s role in the 
making of modern nation-states (which occupy real, physical space), I argue that many 
Americans’ experience with geography was more ragged and dialectical than our neat political 
borders suggest.10 The literary forms I examine in this project—early nineteenth-century 
exploration narratives, mid-century travel and railway guides, and late nineteenth-century 
geography textbooks—were among the most widely consumed products of print capitalism in the 
United States. They have been routinely viewed as records of national cohesion and as lenses 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding and A Letter from a Gentleman to His 
Friend in Edinburgh (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1977), 31, 122.  
9 See Dana Luciano, Arranging Grief: Sacred Time and the Body in Nineteenth-Century America. New 
York: New York University Press, 2007. I express gratitude to Trish Loughran for bringing Luciano to 
my attention and for encouraging me to consider the affective relationship Americans had with space and 
geography. 
10 I am referring here, of course, to Benedict Anderson’s print culture thesis. See Anderson, Imagined 
Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. London: Verso, 2006. 
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through which readers perceived connection, but I would suggest that they propagated competing 
versions of geography at many scales producing in their original readers a sense of vertigo and 
confusion. These texts not only uncover the contingency of U.S. geography, but they are also 
records of spatial phenomenology during a century of dramatic geopolitical change and 
affiliation. I argue that reading is the site at which these competing geographic imaginaries took 
form and flourished, thus my approach includes assembling the raw materials of imagination and 
sensibility. 
The history of the book may strike one as an unorthodox and unexpected route to 
assessing geographic consciousness. What, after all, can the gritty details of publication, 
distribution, and circulation tell us about the contours of imagination and phenomenology? 
Surely other methods of literary and cultural analysis and a less mediated archive of personalized 
or private description of experience and perception make more sense as both approaches to and 
sites of lived experience and imagination. While I rely at times on letters, diaries, and published 
personal narratives to describe emerging geographic conceptions, I strive primarily for a rigorous 
accounting of cultural consumption—including the material circulation of print artifacts and the 
physical contexts of reading—and to identify commonplace texts that despite their ubiquity were 
powerful (because they were ordinary) iterations of geographic space. As my primary 
methodological investment, the history of the book helps account for what and how many 
ordinary readers were reading and allows me to theorize the cultural transmission of geographic 
imagination.   
 In virtually every location of the country throughout the nineteenth century readers were 
exposed to products of an ever-expanding literary marketplace. At the beginning of the 
nineteenth century, publishing in the United States was primarily the work of small, local 
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printers or booksellers, but by the end of the 1890s, publishing had become a modern business, 
largely concentrated in a small number of major publishing centers catering to a national market. 
This transformation was made possible by important innovations in print technology, enabling 
publishers for the first time to print large numbers of books and periodicals quickly and 
inexpensively; improvements in roads, waterways, and, especially, the introduction and rapid 
expansion of railways, making possible much wider distribution of printed texts to a national 
rather than a local market; and the continued expansion of the consumer market, which was a 
result of both a growing literate audience with the means and the leisure to buy books and the 
institutionalization of reading in the United States through schools and churches.11 
 Recent scholarship from a number of disciplinary perspectives has expanded our 
conceptions of the places and practices of literary consumption. Part of the problem with our 
models of reading, argues David Henkin, “is the disproportionate weight it attaches to the novel 
as the paradigmatic object of literary consumption. The fact is, books of prose fiction accounted 
for only a small fraction of the reading matter of everyday life.”12 Although we should be 
cautious not to homogenize historically (and geographically) distinct reading communities, by 
the early nineteenth century “literacy had become a constituent part of middle-class subjectivity” 
and Americans read a variety of print forms in the course of their daily lives, from newspapers 
and political tracts to the more prosaic shop signs, train schedules, and broadsides, each of which 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 For more on the creation of national literary culture before the Civil War and the role of reading in the 
production of a modern American self, see Ronald J. Zboary, A Fictive People: Antebellum Economic 
Development and the American Reading Public. New York: Oxford University Press, 1993. See also John 
W. Tebbel, A History of Book Publishing in the United States. 4 vols. New York: R. R. Bowker Co., 
1972-1981. 
12 David Henkin, City Reading: Written Words and Public Spaces in Antebellum New York (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1998), 6. For more on the places and practices of literary consumption, see A 
History of the Book in America. 5 vols. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007-2010. 
	   	    
 
9 
informed a sense of identity and place.13 Writing and print were consumed in many places 
outside of what Washington Irving calls the “snug retreat,” that is to say outside a domestic or 
private context. While Americans certainly read at home or in private, they also consumed print 
in libraries, schools, museums, post offices, courthouses, trains and train stations, slave markets, 
Civil War hospital beds, and city streets. In the chapters that follow I explore the intersection of 
literary form and the physical contexts of consumption, which I argue had a significant impact on 
the construction of American geographic imaginaries. The ability of many commonplace forms 
of print communication to describe relationships between reading and spatial consciousness has 
gone largely untapped. 
 In addition to the developments in print technologies and transportation networks that 
produced mass literary cultures in the United States, nineteenth-century Americans also 
experienced a new visuality of culture made possible by the proliferation of visual media, which 
gave rise to new perceptual capacities and forms of imagination. Reading images became an 
ever-increasing component of consumers’ interpretive labors and our models of reading have 
benefited much from the insights of visual culture studies that emphasize the rhetorical aspects 
and analysis of images.14 From early nineteenth-century woodcuts and copper-plate engravings 
inserted in books to the illustrated newspapers, panorama and gallery pamphlets, and image-
dense periodicals of the later era, Americans grew increasingly accustomed to reading verbal and 
visual descriptions at once. What I hope to offer in the chapters below is a way to further bridge 
the gap between literary and visual studies, to consider how world-as-text and world-as-image 
impinge upon one another in the making of national identity and geographic imagination.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 See Patricia Crain, The Story of A: The Alphebetization of America from The New England Primer to 
The Scarlet Letter (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000), 9. 
14 See, for example Anne Baker, “Panorama Pamphlets and Manifest Destiny,” in Martin Brückner and 
Hsuan l. Hsu, eds., American Literary Geographies: Spatial Practice and Cultural Production, 1500-
1900 (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2007), 89-108.  
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 Of all the visual artifacts circulating in nineteenth-century America, maps made 
particularly compelling arguments about political sovereignty, the extent and contour of national 
terrain, and the trajectories of imperial ambition. Martin Brückner has convincingly argued that 
the construction of the early American subject was grounded in the textual experience of 
geography, that “becoming geographically literate provided many ordinary people with a vehicle 
for describing and defining their personal place in both the local and global community.”15 Of 
course maps did not operate alone, but their visual qualities are especially suited to such an 
intellectual operation. “The map,” writes Christian Jacob, “is not an object, but a function. Like a 
microscope, a telescope, or a scanner, it is a technical prosthesis that extends and redefines the 
field of sensorial perception, or rather, a place where ocular vision and the ‘mind’s eye’ 
coincide.”16 Given their mediating function and the intense geographic mobility and territorial 
expansion of the nineteenth century, it should come as no surprise that they were sought-after 
commodities in the American marketplace, where readers were eager to imagine empire. The 
expensive and time-consuming method of copper-plate engraving characteristic of the 
cartographic trade in the 1810s and 1820s soon gave way to planographic methods, including 
lithographic technologies, that transformed the industry, and in turn, the availability of graphic 
reproductions of the globe. And although maps were reproduced frequently in books (and often, 
but less frequently, in newspapers and periodicals) mapmakers had their own flourishing 
publishing industry specializing primarily in schoolbooks and other educational publications, 
maps of all sizes, atlases, and globes. During much of the nineteenth century geographic 
knowledge was no longer a privilege of the elite; Americans of even the most modest means had 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 7. 
16 Christian Jacob, The Sovereign Map: Theoretical Approaches in Cartography throughout History 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 11. 
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access to maps and the ability to decode cartographic signs and construct narratives of self and 
space.  
 “Reading the Map” thus also begins to assemble a social history of maps and to think 
carefully about material production, display and preservation, and the conditions and intellectual 
itineraries of map use. I examine a variety of maps and map-related publications that circulated 
widely at different periods throughout the century, from ambitious wall maps meant for public 
display, to “cartograms” inserted in disposable travel guides, to utilitarian maps accompanying 
geography textbooks, and many in between, all of which exercise a certain authority over readers 
and all of which were approached by readers with varying objectives and capacities for 
interpretation. Where possible I document actual readers’ descriptions of use to theorize how 
cartographic images were transcribed back into the users’ mental pictures of geographic reality. 
The work of critical geographer J. B. Harley, which has only recently garnered the attention of 
literary scholars, guides this approach. Rather than “mirrors of nature,” Harley views maps as 
texts with a graphic language to be decoded. He argues that, 
The notion of language more easily translates into historical practice. It not only helps us 
see maps as reciprocal images used to mediate different views of the world but it also 
prompts a search for evidence about aspects such as the codes and contexts of 
cartography as well as its content in a traditional sense. A language—or perhaps more 
aptly a “literature” of maps—similarly urges us to pursue questions about changing 
readerships for maps, about levels of carto-literacy, conditions of authorship, aspects of 
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secrecy and censorship, and also about the nature of the political statements which are 
made by maps.17 
Harley’s work compels us to view more critically the maps we typically drag to the surface to 
represent specific historical moments, or those we present as snapshots of an era’s geographic 
consciousness, many of which I argue assume a great deal about how and why they were 
produced, how they circulated, and how and by whom they were read.18 The maps and texts I 
take up in this project, with a few notable exceptions, have not been celebrated (either in their 
own time or ours) as compelling examples of geographic consciousness; their circulation and 
reception histories suggest, however, that they may be a better index than previously thought. 
My examination suggests that their readers produced geographies in stark contrast to the 
seamless and extensive geographies of Manifest Destiny that have dominated the historiographic 
conceptions of U.S. geographic imaginary. 
I have chosen “Reading the Map” as the title of my dissertation because it can be 
interpreted in different ways that resonate throughout the project. On the one hand, it suggests as 
I have just discussed, that maps held a special place in nineteenth-century American culture, that 
they produced and provided knowledge about the places they depicted (and about the culture that 
produced them), and that a certain amount of specialized cultural knowledge was needed to read 
and use them. In this sense of the word reading, maps are systems of signs and codes, metaphors, 
and rhetorical devices with target audiences; they are meant to appeal to readerships in different 
ways and they argue particular cases. In quite another way, and it is this sense of the word this 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 J. B. Harley, “Maps, Knowledge, and Power,” in Denis Cosgrove and Stephen Daniels, eds., The 
Iconography of Landscape: Essays on the Symbolic Representation, Design and Use of Past 
Environments (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 278.  
18 Any collection of historical maps that assembles and juxtaposes images without regard to material 
production, consumption, use, or circulation could be charged with promoting ahistorical conceptions of 
geographic consciousness. I discuss specific examples in chapters two and three. 
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project seeks to foreground, reading can be viewed as an act of creation, of bringing something 
into being. This sense of the title draws on reader response theories to underscore the subjective 
experience of reading and to suggest that reading produced countless cognitive maps and brought 
them into public consciousness where they were promoted, endorsed, and variously contested 
and revised. Thus, the title of my dissertation emphasizes the making of maps and suggests that 
the scenes of reading I identify, and the specific set of practices that attend and inform them, 
shaped nineteenth-century geographic imaginings and national identities in ways we have not yet 
completely explored.  
Although this dissertation covers a lot of ground (temporally and geographically), the 
chapters are bound together by a common interest in the way literary texts and readers produce 
space and geography. Together they demonstrate a range of geographic imaginings, which draw 
attention to the contingency of the nation-form, the plasticity of geographic consciousness, and 
the rapidity of perceptual change over the course of the nineteenth century. Moreover, they 
pinpoint three pivotal moments of geopolitical change in the United States—moments that have 
been primarily narrated by maps. At the same time, however, each chapter complicates the maps 
that prop up national mythology and emphasizes the multiple versions of American geography 
made available to and produced by everyday readers. The texts I analyze were everyday texts; 
they constitute popular—if not dominant—ways of seeing American empire; they were 
inexpensive and circulated widely among diverse reading communities with various capacities 
for literacy and interpretation; they identify specific historical flashpoints, yet they orchestrate 
extended histories of geographic consciousness; they describe changing patterns of visual 
representation and methods of publication and circulation; and explore ideas about material and 
ideological consumption over a century of nation-building in North America. Each chapter 
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focuses on a single literary or cultural form that determined to a large extent where and how it 
was read. Together they suggest that Manifest Destiny was not the only—nor indeed, the most 
readily available—form of geographic imagining available to nineteenth-century readers.  
I open with the Lewis and Clark expedition because it has long been celebrated in U.S. 
national mythology as a dramatic episode that instantly engendered a sophisticated continental 
consciousness—the originary moment of Manifest Destiny—and because of the tangled 
publication histories of its documentary evidence. When Thomas Jefferson brokered the 
purchase of Louisiana Territory in 1803, thereby doubling the size of the United States, he 
precipitated a geopolitical—because perceptual and cartographic—crisis. What did the new 
territory look like and how were ordinary Americans to imagine and incorporate the vast western 
spaces into their conceptions of land and nation? Enter Lewis and Clark. Their copious journals, 
which indicate how closely they complied with Jefferson’s instructions to describe the terrain 
they traversed, record in great detail many features of western geography and ethnography that 
had the potential to profoundly shape American spatial imaginaries and imperial ideologies. But 
their journals were not published for a century, and publication of the cartographic evidence 
lagged far behind. Chapter 1, “Publishing Empire,” reexamines entrenched publication and 
reception histories of the early expedition texts, including Patrick Gass’s A Journal of the 
Voyages & Travels of a Corps of Discovery (1807), a handful of “unauthorized” texts, and 
Nicholas Biddle’s History of the Expedition (1814)—the nineteenth-century’s single authorized 
edition, but also the early texts’ most egregious publishing failure—to suggest that national 
geographic imaginaries in the wake of the expedition, due in part to the slow and incomplete 
publication of expedition findings and in part to the conventions of literary form, were neither 
expansive nor cohesive. I argue that the authors, editors, and compilers of early editions, many of 
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which enjoyed enormous success in the early nineteenth century, compromised the 
communication of western geography by reproducing for eastern reading and map-consuming 
publics an abstracted and endlessly indistinguishable and unincorporable terrain and the 
sensation of disorientation, loss, and deprivation. Far from signaling an unambivalent call for 
Manifest Destiny, therefore, the original reception of early expedition publications engendered a 
contraction of geographic imagining that in turn foregrounded local geographies, revising our 
popular mythology about territorial expansion and requiring us to search elsewhere for an 
orginary and unifying moment of continental consciousness. 
Chapter 2, “Reading and Riding,” shifts the focus from the Age of Muscle to the Age of 
Steam to take up another popular flashpoint of Manifest Destiny—indeed the era of its famous 
coining—and the technology mythically linked to its inexorable progress. I argue that the 
precariousness, unevenness, and chaos of the antebellum railroad project and of mid-century 
railroad travel paradoxically called forth a powerful fantasy of dominance and completion 
registered most clearly in the profusion of travel and railway guides. This chapter identifies the 
passenger car as a new context for literary consumption that puts pressure on the official 
narrative of territorial expansion and national geographic identity. Rail passengers read a variety 
of printed texts on board trains, but I argue guidebooks offer the best window to early rail travel 
in the United States and the most conspicuous site where reading and travel intersect to produce 
geographic imagination. Although guidebooks were an integral part of the production of new 
geographic perceptions, travelers who read them did not get visions of a fluid and inevitable 
outward march or of national connection. What they got instead were fractured and disarticulated 
versions of national space and an overwhelming and ever-increasing catalogue of scattered 
destinations they were charged to incorporate into their conceptions of national geography. The 
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various methods of layout and organization, which largely determined how guidebooks were 
used, juxtaposed disparate geographic spaces and brought vastly different regional geographies 
into contact, which compelled travelers to completely reconceptualize previously familiar spatial, 
racial, and commercial relationships and geographic forms. I assemble narratives of railway 
travelers in the opening decades of the railroad era, many of whom consulted guidebooks en 
route to their destinations and whose records help describe the conditions, methods, and results 
of their use to argue that the dialectical relationship between represented and actual traveled 
space yielded new and powerful geographic imaginaries that unsettle and resist narratives 
documenting the role of the railroad in the emergence of a homogenous, monolithic, and clearly 
discernible national form.  
Whereas Chapter 2 centers on the way railway guides facilitated users’ physical 
experiences with land, the final chapter returns to the notion of textual mediation to address the 
consumption of geography in America’s postbellum schools. “Classrooms and Continents” 
attends specifically to the nearly unparalleled circulation of geography textbooks during the 
Reconstruction era and to the classroom as the physical context of reading and disciplinary 
instruction (in a Foucauldian sense) where national space was newly repackaged and 
standardized for entire generations of students from all corners of the nation. What many have 
considered a period of suspended imperial desire and contained self-examination, was instead, as 
an analysis of geography schoolbooks suggests, a period of active imperial projection onto global 
geographies. I demonstrate how the textbooks’ representation of fixed and complete U.S. space 
encouraged students to develop refreshed global perspectives and imperial ambitions, to imagine 
what might be beyond the borders of the now “completed” Union. I argue that it is precisely the 
textually mediated relationships between students and land that enabled the expansive 
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geographic imaginaries developed in classrooms. This chapter suggests that visions of U.S. 
imperial geography contained in postbellum geography schoolbooks contrasted sharply with the 
simple, sterile versions of the nation produced in the maps designed for textbooks and 
classrooms; by the time the United States entered the Spanish-American war in 1898, global 
imperial imaginaries had been operating in Americans’ minds for nearly thirty years. 
Although the chapters proceed chronologically, they are not intended to narrate the 
development of geographic consciousness or to provide a neat shorthand of territorial expansion 
and enclosure; they represent an effort to provide what limited coverage they can to nearly one 
hundred years of geographic imaginings in the United States. They offer a single methodological 
approach to very complex cultural and historical problems, which I hope opens up more 
conversation about spatial phenomenology, the contingency of the nation-form, and the process 
by which Americans imagined the nation and their place within it.  
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Chapter One 
PUBLISHING EMPIRE: 
Lewis and Clark and the Consumption of Exploration 
 
American history is filled with remarkable examples of heroism and 
adventure, and the voyage of Lewis and Clark is one of the most 
remarkable of them all. Their expedition became an epic of endurance 
and discovery, and that epic became an American legend which all 
Americans should know about, and they should teach their children 
about it, as well. 
—George W. Bush, excerpt from the President’s 
   speech commemorating the Lewis and Clark  
                                    bicentennial, July 3, 2002 
 
Popular history cannot resist straight lines. Its practitioners draw them through both space 
and time, making stories easy to package, reproduce, and consume. A poster produced by the 
United States Geographical Survey (USGS) for the Lewis and Clark bicentennial titled Lewis 
and Clark: A Legacy of Science is an archetype of straight-line history (fig. 1.1). It features two 
maps in parallel view: the top half is a reproduction of Samuel Lewis’s 1814 engraving of 
William Clark’s 1810 manuscript map of the Corps’ route; below is the same geographic area 
depicted with current remote sensing technologies. The poster’s two halves are related by what 
its producers call legacy. The top portion, titled “The Legacy,” features an image of Jefferson 
and an excerpt from his instructions to Lewis regarding the journey and the recording of 
observations; the bottom, “Continuing the Legacy,” features a photograph of George W. Bush 
and an excerpt of his 2003 speech commemorating the bicentennial. Additionally, each half 
includes brief statements under identical headings, including mapping techniques and 
technologies, gaging the river’s flow, and working with Native Americans. Together the two 
halves effectively collapse two centuries of geographic, diplomatic, military, scientific, and 
cultural history in North America. 
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Figure 1.1  Lewis and Clark: A Legacy of Science. 
http://store.usgs.gov/historicmapsfromlca/images/LewisClarkPoster_p.pdf 
 
The USGS’s argument about legacy is clear; Lewis and Clark’s bequest to the future is 
science: “[The] ‘Corps of Discovery’ was the Nation’s first federally funded scientific 
expedition…[It] was the first of many Government surveys of natural resources in the American 
West…Today the USGS continues to serve the Nation as an independent fact-finding agency 
that provides scientific understanding about natural resources. Because of the striking similarities 
between the USGS mission and Thomas Jefferson’s scientific charge to Lewis and Clark, the 
USGS can be seen as an organizational successor to Lewis and Clark.” In order to make the 
similarities visible, however, the USGS, in addition to rendering their control over scientific data 
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and geographical images benign, whittles away at the historical record with the sharp blade of 
exceptionalist discourse.1 In the hands of the Survey, the Lewis and Clark expedition is pared 
down to the metaphysical and romantic: heroic adventure, the application of scientific 
knowledge to the land, the “spirit of dedication and a sense of discovery,” and as President Bush 
says, a “spirit of optimism and courage and persistence in the face of adversity.” The poster 
draws straight, clear lines from Thomas Jefferson to George W. Bush, from Lewis and Clark to 
modern USGS scientists and cartographers, and from the “nation” of the early Republic to the 
continental “Nation” (printed with a capital n throughout) of the twenty-first century.2 
Conceiving of history as a legacy serves the mythological purposes of the present, 
licensing its producers to reach back into the past only for those details germane to their 
objective. For over a century scholars have, as Bruce Greenfield observes, “magnified [the 
expedition’s] historical significance by routinely locating it within a national teleology in which 
their ‘first sight’ of the western lands began the process that culminated in statehood within the 
federation. Lewis and Clark have become icons of an America at last ready to discover itself.”3 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 As Jefferson’s instructions illustrate, Lewis and Clark were not simply on a fact-finding mission, nor 
were their objectives purely scientific. Jefferson’s was particularly interested in the commercial 
possibilities of the fabled Northwest Passage: “The object of your mission is to explore the Missouri river, 
and such principal stream of it, as, by its course and communication with the waters of the Pacific Ocean, 
may offer the most direct and practical water communication across the continent for the purposes of 
commerce.” See Donald Jackson, Letters of the Lewis and Clark Expedition (Urbana: University of 
Illinois Press, 1962), 61-66. 
2 In the spirit of scientific inheritance and patriotism, Bush downplays the expedition’s imperial 
objectives: “The Lewis and Clark expedition lasted just a couple of years but it changed the face of our 
country forever. It opened up the American West for future development. It increased our knowledge of 
our natural resources. It helped us gain a better understanding of America’s native cultures.” The poster’s 
ironic and unexplained inclusion of Sacagawea with Lewis and Clark (top half) and the description of 
American Indians’ “complementary” role in gathering scientific information that “improve[s] the lives of 
all Americans” (bottom half), suggests the USGS is attempting to make the expedition part of Native 
American history. The legacy for native populations, of course, is more than an enhanced or mutual 
understanding of white America as Bush suggests.  
3 Bruce Greenfield, Narrating Discovery: The Romantic Explorer in American Literature, 1790-1855 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1992), 86. This view is so much taken for granted that Greenfield 
does not cite any sources. 
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The legacy of Lewis and Clark, as these scholars suggest, is the modern American nation-state, 
realized through the process of expansion and enclosure their journey inaugurated. Elliot Coues, 
editor of the 1893 edition of Nicholas Biddle’s History of the Expedition (1814)—the nineteenth-
century’s only authorized version of Lewis and Clark’s journals—was perhaps the first to link 
the expedition to the popular expansionist ideology of Manifest Destiny. In the dedication, “To 
the People of the Great West,” prefixed to his History, he writes: “Jefferson gave you the 
country. Lewis and Clark showed you the way. The rest is your own course of empire. Honor the 
statesmen who foresaw your West. Honor the brave men who first saw your West. May the 
memory of their glorious achievement be your precious heritage!” Coues published his History 
the same year Frederick Jackson Turner delivered his frontier thesis at the Chicago World’s Fair. 
It provided Americans an originary and unifying narrative of national and geographical identity.  
But Coues’s condensed account of U.S. imperial expansion could only originate from a 
temporal distance that makes the connection between the expedition and modern U.S. geography 
both meaningful and powerful. Had the United States’ political and territorial boundaries 
developed differently, as many nineteenth-century Americans believed they would, the 
expedition, regardless of its inventory of discoveries and firsts, despite its trajectory and telos, 
would not occupy the position it does in American history as the event that carried the destiny of 
the nation.4 Coues’s edition of the History included massive footnotes that outran the original 
text and dramatically shaped the way his generation read Lewis and Clark.5 He relied heavily on 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 The Lewis and Clark Expedition has become a fixture in accounts of western expansionism. See, for 
example, Reginald Horsman, Race and Manifest Destiny: The Origins of American Racial Anglo-
Saxonism. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1981.  
5 In the “Preface to the New Edition,” Elliot Coues remarks, “The more closely [the History] is 
scrutinized, in the light of our present knowledge, the more luminous it appears. The severest tests which 
contemporaneous criticism can apply serve mainly to develop its strength and worth. The printed 
narrative would carry easily twice as much commentary as is now put upon it; for it continually 
challenges and solicits the editorial pen, even without reference to those manuscript records which have 
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his own military service as a surveyor along the 49th parallel from the Red River to the Rocky 
Mountains and on the reference material he requested from the publisher to help fill in what he 
felt were gaps in the original Biddle edition, including Major Stephen H. Long’s Account of an 
Expedition from Pittsburgh to the Rocky Mountains (1822), Washington Irving’s Astoria (1836), 
Rev. Samuel Parker’s Journal of an Exploring Tour Beyond the Rocky Mountains (1838). The 
late-nineteenth-century views of national geography Coues offered readers, many of whom were 
reading Lewis and Clark for the first time, neatly fastened together two disparate historical 
moments and in the process replaced the geographic consciousness of one age with that of 
another.6  
The “habit of identifying continental America and the discovering American,” as one 
scholar put it has gone nearly unchallenged since Coues and continues to power conceptions of 
the expedition.7 For example, in a book commissioned by the National Park Service entitled, 
Lewis and Clark: Historic Places Associated with Their Transcontinental Exploration (1804-06), 
a book Gary Moulton calls, “the best brief, single account of the expedition in print,” Roy E. 
Appleman begins, 
 The Lewis and Clark Expedition was one of the most dramatic and significant episodes in  
the history of the United States. In 1804-06 it carried the destiny as well as the flag of our  
young Nation westward from the Mississippi across the thousands of miles of mostly 
unknown land—up the Missouri, over the Rocky Mountains, and on to the Pacific. This 
epic feat not only sparked national pride, but it also fired the imagination of the American 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
proved a very mine of new wealth.” See Coues, History of the Expedition Under the Command of Lewis 
and Clark. 4 vols. (New York: Francis P. Harper, 1893), 1:vi.  
6 In the “Bibliographical Introduction” Coues notes that the Biddle was nearly out of print: “the 
original…copies [have become] in the course of time, so much reduced by ordinary wear and tear, 
mutilation, and destruction,” that the few extant copies had become collectors’ items. See Coues, 
History,1:xci. 
7 Greenfield, Narrating Discovery, 86. 
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people and made them feel for the first time the full sweep of the continent on which they 
lived. Equally as important, the political and economic ramifications of the trek vitally 
affected the subsequent course and growth of the Nation.8 
As custodians of the national landscape and distributors of its official history, the National Park 
Service, with Appleman as its spokesman, employs romantic and self-congratulatory language 
typical of many expedition histories that celebrate the accomplishments of the Corps of 
Discovery and its role in the growth of a nation destined to expand from “sea to shining sea.” For 
Appleman, and many others, the Lewis and Clark expedition provides a single point of origin for 
Manifest Destiny and continental consciousness, a kind of wishful projection back onto the 
expedition from the vantage point of twentieth-century geographic conceptions, which early 
nineteenth-century Americans, even Thomas Jefferson, could never have imagined. Framing the 
expedition as a narrative of territorial expansion seems fitting for a National Park Service 
publication, in which a discussion of land is paramount, but it is also a familiar and gratifying 
story Americans have enjoyed telling for some time.  
But Appleman fails to describe the communication of expedition discoveries to readers in 
the early Republic and the process by which this information shaped imagination and engendered 
a “feeling” of continental space, nor is he clear how that “feeling” was manifested or how it may 
have been transmitted culturally. Appleman, and he is not alone in the critical literature, 
overlooks the publication and circulation histories of early expedition texts that might account 
for the renewed spatial and geographical consciousness he describes, and replaces it with 
sweeping and dramatic language of continental destiny influenced by decades of exceptionalist 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Roy E. Appleman, Lewis and Clark: Historic Places Associated with Their Transcontinental 
Exploration 1804-06 (Washington, DC: National Park Service, 1975) 3; Gary E. Moulton, “On Reading 
Lewis and Clark: The Last Twenty Years,” Montana the Magazine of Western History 38 (Summer 
1988): 28-39. 
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historiography. As the result of the vibrant body of Lewis and Clark scholarship, “the actions and 
meanings of the expedition seem clear to Americans today, and by implication appear clear to 
Americans two centuries ago.”9 However, as Peter J. Kastor reminds us, “[Lewis and] Clark 
certainly did not see things that way, nor for that matter did the other explorers who traveled 
west at Jefferson’s behest. Understanding how Americans conceived of the Far West…begins 
with encountering Jefferson’s western explorations the way most Americans did: through the 
slow process of publication.”10 
Accounting for the textual and cartographic transmission of expedition discoveries and 
their effect on early nineteenth-century geographic consciousness that both Coues and Appleman 
gloss is at the heart of this chapter. The expedition has been understood for a century as the event 
that permanently turned the American gaze westward and forever altered ideas about nation and 
national geography. But scholars have based many of their claims about Lewis and Clark, 
especially about its influence on geographical imagination, on texts and maps that were not 
available to nineteenth-century readers. Thus we have skipped a step in the turbulent history of 
national expansion and jumped to the triumphant end result, (i.e., the realization of continental 
destiny and current geopolitical boundaries). We have also been so influenced by the 
expedition’s massive critical apparatus, that we have allowed it, in some cases, to stand in for 
earlier expedition texts, like those I examine below. Literary texts, including Patrick Gass’s A 
Journal of the Voyages & Travels of a Corps of Discovery (1807) and Nicholas Biddle’s History 
of the Expedition Under the Command of Captains Lewis and Clark (1814) and the other early 
expedition texts have been increasingly and effectively replaced by the publication of the Corps’ 
manuscript journals starting with Reuben Gold’s Original Journals in 1904, now supplanted by 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Peter J. Kastor, William Clark’s World: Describing American in an Age of Unknowns (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2011), 102-104. 
10 Ibid., 104. 
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Gary Moulton’s masterful documentary edition The Journals of the Lewis and Clark Expedition. 
Publication of the original journals represents an invaluable resource for scholars, from which 
important scholarship will surely continue to be produced, but we risk too much referring to 
them for questions about the expedition’s impact on early nineteenth-century Americans and we 
cannot let what we now know about the expedition because of these publications eclipse our 
conceptions of the body of texts and images available to immediate post-expedition audiences. 
An examination of the early publications, and their material circulation and cultural transmission, 
helps construct conceptions of nineteenth-century geographical imagination in the age of 
exploration and suggests that the mental maps these texts engendered in their original readers 
were not the foundational maps of Manifest Destiny now celebrated in national mythology; but 
rather records of disorientation and short-circuited imperial desire.  
This chapter is specifically about the reception of the early expedition texts published in 
the United States up to 1814 and it asks how reading practices shaped early nineteenth-century 
geographical imagination. How did Americans in the opening decades of the nineteenth century 
construct cognitive cartographies of national space and how did early expedition texts shape 
ideas about nation, national geography, and American identity? I begin this dissertation with 
Lewis and Clark because the expedition has been understood as an originary and unifying vision 
of national terrain that propelled expansionist ideology and because maps have, to a large extent, 
propped up this version of national mythology. But the expedition’s early texts and their 
reception have their own story to tell not only about the expedition’s impact, but about the role 
reading has played in the nationalization of North American geography. Reading brought 
countless maps of U.S. space into public consciousness where they were promoted, endorsed, 
and variously contested and revised. I argue that the early expedition publications reproduced for 
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their readers the enormity of continental geography in a protracted, yet dizzying presentation of 
endlessly repeatable terrain in such contrast to lived experience of that the versions of North 
American space it produced could not be transcribed back into their mental pictures of reality.  
 
Texts and maps: slippage, compression, and myth 
In the introduction to a collection of essays commemorating the bicentennial, Peter Onuf 
and Jeffery Hantman argue, that in the case of Lewis and Clark, “good history—the assemblage 
of a vast and reliable historical record—serves mythological purposes,” and that “the authenticity 
of the record is important, for it licenses us to project ourselves into the past and to identify more 
fully with our heroes.” The attempt to “see with our explorers’ eyes” aptly characterizes the 
critical perspective of Lewis and Clark scholarship since the early twentieth-century publication 
of Thwaites’s Original Journals—a point of view that was simply not materially available for 
most nineteenth-century Americans.11 
In the case of Lewis and Clark practicing “good history” has all but eclipsed conceptions 
of the original circulation and reception of the early texts and their impact on Americans’ 
geographical imagination. Despite critics’ trivializing assessments of early texts, I argue that the 
more “reliable” and inclusive the edition, the farther away we are from recognizing nineteenth-
century responses to the expedition and its influence on both geographical consciousness and 
early national identity.12 Scholarly investment in the original journals has resulted in a slippage 
that conflates the temporal distance of events and outcomes, of descriptions and results, of 
discoveries and consequences. Notwithstanding the valuable additions to our understanding of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 Douglas Seefeldt, Jeffrey Hantman, and Peter S. Onuf (eds.), Across the Continent: Jefferson, Lewis 
and Clark, and the Making of America (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2005), 3-4.  
12 See, for example, Paul Russell Cutright, History of the Lewis and Clark Journals (Norman: University 
of Oklahoma Press, 1976), 25-32 and 33-39. 
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the expedition’s lasting effect on American geographies, policies, and cultures, this scholarship 
has inadvertently shaped and perpetuated the popular misconception that there was an immediate 
and extensive material and cultural transmission of expedition findings (brought about by the 
publication of the journals) that instantly transformed nineteenth-century geographic 
consciousness and national identity into something akin to a post-Turnerian geopolitical 
imaginary.  
One example from Lewis and Clark scholarship will help illustrate the point I am making 
about slippage. In Finding the West, James Ronda argues that, “[The] West had to be verbalized 
before it could be visualized. The tangled chaos of prairies, mountains, deserts, and forests had to 
be reduced to words and text.”13 An important objective of the Corps’ reconnaissance was to 
make the West “imageable”; their journals, letters, and formal reports all contained descriptions 
intended to facilitate geographic imagination. Before citing a particularly clear and stunning 
passage of Clark’s journal from the Moulton edition, Ronda continues:  
Explorers like Lewis and Clark did more than describe landscapes. They composed 
scenes, arranging words to express visual images that fit contemporary ideas about the 
sublime and the beautiful...What Clark [who had climbed an Indian mound above the 
river] constructed was no ordinary landscape; it followed broad cultural understandings 
of what was beautiful, balanced, and sublime. The explorer shaped the relationships 
between trees, water, and grass just as would any eighteenth-century English garden 
architect. Even the idea of describing the scene from a prospect—an elevated point—was 
as much an artistic convention as surveyor’s common sense.14 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Ronda, Finding the West: Explorations With Lewis and Clark (Albuquerque: University of New 
Mexico Press, 2001), 59. 
14 Ibid., 60. 
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Sounds great! But it was nearly ninety years before anyone read Clark’s romantic description he 
cites, verbatim that is. Instead, as Ronda points out, “Those who read Lewis and Clark accounts 
published after 1814 had to contend with the added experiences and assumptions of a cultured 
Philadelphia literary editor.”15 But Ronda does not cite Clark’s description as it appeared in the 
Biddle edition, nor does he speculate about the mental images of landscape and geography those 
readers produced. Did Clark’s culturally prescribed descriptions resonate with contemporary 
readers once Biddle had translated them? At a distance we can more or less confidently identify 
aspects of the captains’ journal writing that would have appealed to contemporary readers or that 
locate them temporally, ideologically, and culturally; but citing twentieth-century publications to 
make claims about what nineteenth-century American readers visualized is a typical example of 
the textual slippage in Lewis and Clark scholarship. The passage Ronda cites from the Moulton 
edition stands alone, an example of the fantasy of unmediated communication between explorer 
and reader, and implicitly between material text and consumer, that transformed the expedition’s 
landscapes and geographies into aesthetically familiar and incorporable spaces.  
 In addition to these moments of slippage, the way we refer to the expedition’s print 
archive can potentially conflate temporal distance and have serious consequences for histories of 
reading and reception. It is not just semantics. Discussing the “literariness” of “the Journals” 
(her term and emphasis) in her introduction to a collection of essays published prior to the 
bicentennial, Kris Fresonke remarks, “It is odd, then, that this literary document passed quickly 
into subliterary status. Part of the problem was, of course, that the Journals didn’t exist in print at 
all until 1814.”16 It is clear that she is attempting to account for the body of information available 
to readers at different moments in time: “Every age has had its own collection of the Journals,” 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 Ibid., 73. 
16 Kris Fresonke and Mark Spence, eds. Lewis and Clark: Legacies, Memories, and New Perspectives 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), 2. 
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she argues, but the Biddle edition is not the journals. Of course, we need to be careful about 
assigning one priority over another, an argument I levy against historians of the journals’ 
publication below; the fact is readers’ interpretations of the expedition have everything to do 
with the texts available to them at that moment. Thus, describing the impact of the expedition on 
early nineteenth-century readers necessarily limits us to early expedition publications. But 
calling the Biddle edition, or anything published prior to Thwaites’s Original Journals, “the 
Journals” flattens out their formal, material, and temporal differences and elides specific 
histories of reading and reception.17 It seems like common sense that twentieth-century readers 
leafing through the captains’ daily journal entries in a thoroughly edited and researched 
documentary edition would construct dramatically different ideas about the West than readers in 
the early Republic, who consumed the expedition by way of periodical extracts of Patrick Gass’s 
Journal. But scholars have surprisingly attended little to these differences, settling instead for a 
less specific moniker. 
Slippage and compression are also registered visually. Peter Kastor argues that for the 
explorers describing the West was a multimedia project.18 It still is. Maps are a vital part of how 
we tell the story of the expedition. Of the enormous body of expedition maps none is more 
common than the generic trail map—constructed with varying degrees of detail—tracing Lewis 
and Clark’s route from St. Louis to the Pacific and back. Two examples of this type are featured 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Fresonke is not alone in her usage of the term “Journals.” There are literally countless examples. In 
1904, New York publisher A. S. Barnes & Co. published the History as part of its Trail Makers Series; 
the title page reproduces the original imprint, but “Lewis and Clark Journals” is embossed on the front 
covers and spine. This slippage is also registered in LeMenager’s Manifest and Other Destinies, in which 
she suggests it is “worth seriously revisiting questions such as why Edgar Allan Poe’s Arthur Gordon 
Pym favors the Journals of Lewis and Clark [her label, not Poe’s who is more careful] above all other 
books stowed in the hold of the Grampus.” See, Stephanie LeMenager, Manifest and Other Destinies: 
Territorial Fictions of the Nineteenth-Century United States (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
2004), 17. 
18 See Kastor, William Clark’s World, 165. 
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in Albert Furtwangler’s Acts of Discovery (fig. 1.2) and Arthur King Peters’s Seven Trails West 
(fig. 1.3), respectively.19 Collectively, maps like these have become a familiar and concentrated 
symbol for the expedition, a distilled representation of experience, adventure, and discovery, at 
once gratifying and easily consumable. Modern mapmaking technologies, that work to “conceal 
the complex operations that preside over [graphic] construction,” make these maps seem 
transparent, nothing more than reference material to situate readers geographically and to guide 
them in their understanding and appreciation of the expedition.20 They have been deployed to tell 
the story in a condensed, graphic version and to give readers, within the constraints of the printed 
page, the broadest view of the geography covered by the Corps of Discovery. It is important to 
remember that modern trail maps do not reflect what Lewis and Clark saw, they do not represent 
what readers of early published accounts of the expedition read, nor do they depict how 
nineteenth-century Americans (even the most progressive) perceived national space. 
   
Figure 1.2. Map of the Western United States showing the routes of the Lewis and Clark expedition. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Albert Furtwangler, Acts of Discovery: Visions of America in the Lewis and Clark Journals (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 1993), 7-8; and Arthur King Peters, Seven Trails West (New York: Abbeville 
Press, 1996), 12. I have selected Furtwangler’s and Peters’s maps because their work is not explicitly 
concerned with geography or cartography. 
20 Jacob, The Sovereign Map, 273. 
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Figure 1.3. The Lewis and Clark Expeditions, 1803-6.  
Like the body of scholarly literature, these maps have unintended effects that 
dramatically shape the way we interpret the expedition today. Within their frames these maps 
compress at least two centuries of unfolding geopolitical developments in the West.21 The events 
of the expedition, depicted with a series of conventional markers such as solid and dotted lines 
tracing the route, directional arrows, and dates, are mapped on top of current North American 
geopolitical space effectively reversing the history of exploration, U.S. expansion, and statehood 
in the West. In other words, these maps are not composed on blank paper, but paper already 
indelibly stamped with the familiar and gratifying image of fulfilled destiny. In the Furtwangler 
map, for example, current U.S. state boundaries anachronistically divide older geopolitical 
constructs like “Oregon Country,” “Louisiana Purchase,” and “Spanish Possessions,” and 
modern toponyms appear in uncomfortable and ironic relation to the spatial representation of the 
Indian tribes Lewis and Clark encountered on their trek.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 These maps are not alone; nearly every map depicting a historical event could be guilty of this kind of 
temporal compression, but this practice has contributed much to the way we read and deploy the 
expedition and it has gone largely unnoticed. 
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In the Peters map, North Dakota (fig. 1.4) provides a good example of the temporal and 
geopolitical compression I am describing. The graphic features of this single square inch 
represent some eighty-six years of U.S. history in the northern plains. The gray shading 
represents the area included in the Louisiana Purchase of 1803. The Corps was quartered at Fort 
Mandan during the winter of 1804-05 and Point of Reunion marks the place where the separated  
 
   
Figure 1.4. Detail of Peters’s Map 
returning parties joined each other in the summer of 1806. Its northern border is the result of the 
Oregon Treaty, which established the 49th parallel as the boundary between the United States and 
British North America in 1846. Its western border is the result of the delineation of the Dakota 
Territory in March of 1861, and finally, North Dakota was admitted to the Union in November of 
1889.22 Of course Peters’s markers (and my simple construction of diplomatic and political 
history in the Northern Plains) elide the decades of violence and atrocity in the Dakotas between 
Euro-Americans and the native inhabitants and this map is not alone in the perpetuation of the 
idea of an empty and available continent. However, at stake here more particularly is the way 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 The actual statehood proclamations for North and South Dakota were intentionally shuffled so that no 
one actually knows which was admitted first; President Benjamin Harrison always refused to tell the 
order in which he signed the two statehood bills. 
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maps like these shape our reading of the expedition. Mapping statehood, for example, onto the 
expedition route (or more precisely, mapping Lewis and Clark’s route on top of current state 
boundaries) collapses chronology and produces an impression of inevitability and fulfillment in 
terms early nineteenth-century Americans could not have imagined.  
And, indeed nobody did until Thwaites in 1904. The last item in the atlas accompanying 
the Original Journals is a large foldout map titled, Route of the Lewis and Clark Expedition, 
showing its relation to modern geographical conditions.23 The first to account for the route 
graphically, in a “map of the route prepared especially” for the atlas, Thwaites initiated a method 
of narrating the events of the expedition that has gained considerable traction. From this moment 
on maps depicting the trail began operating synecdochically—a single and facile geographic 
image began to stand in for the entire expedition.24 Thwaites’s framing is similar to Peters, but 
most of the physical and political geographic detail is contained in narrow strips along the 
Missouri and along the trail from the Lolo Pass and down the Columbia to the Pacific Ocean.25 
The Corp’s route passes through modern borders and in and out of Indian Reservations that tell a 
story of violence and removal in the wake of the expedition. What constituted a major 
contribution to Lewis and Clark literature—most of Clark’s manuscript maps had been 
previously in the possession of his granddaughter and great-granddaughter, Mrs. Julia Clark 
Voorhis and Miss Eleanor Glasgow Voorhis and remained unpublished—the modern 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 Reuben Gold Thwaites, Original Journals of the Lewis and Clark Expedition, 1804-1806. 8 vols. New 
York: Dodd, Mead & Co., 1904. 
24 Maps have become popular pedagogical tools for teaching the expedition. One mass-market poster 
published for the bicentennial, for example, reproduces the legendary trail—with its eastern prehistory— 
adorned with small paintings and captions along the route depicting the most adventurous and dramatic 
moments of the expedition. Such maps are filled with temporal dissonances and effectively stand in for 
expedition texts. See, for example, Glen Hopkinson, Lewis & Clark Expedition 1803-1806. Mancos, CO: 
Time Traveler Maps, 2003.  
25 This feature of the Thwaites map stands in sharp contrast to the hyper-documentation of Clark’s final 
manuscript map of 1809-10, which includes information from various explorations that following the 
Lewis and Clark expedition. See note 115 herein.  
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reconstruction gave scholars a more precise glimpse of the route than had been available to that 
point.26 As valuable as it may be, it is imperative to recognize that this is not what the route 
looked like to the explorers, nor is it how Clark, the Corps’ chief cartographer, depicted it. This 
was not the way it appeared to Samuel Lewis, the printer who prepared Clark’s final manuscript 
map for publication, and this is not what the expedition looked like to readers in the first quarter 
of the nineteenth century. The Thwaites map is a product of the twentieth century, published at 
the height of renewed interest in the expedition at its centennial. It makes triumphant claims 
about the integral role of the expedition in the construction of modern U.S. geography—claims 
that can only be made from the perspective of fulfilled continental destiny.  
Even more extreme in this regard is a map produced by the Lewis and Clark Interagency 
Partnership in 2003 (fig. 1.5). The mapmakers abandoned the tight geographic frame employed 
in the previous examples for a more expansive national geography. The most familiar 
cartographic image of the modern United States floats in space, virtually effacing its complex 
and problematic history of expansion and its economic and military histories with other nations 
of the Americas and at the same time claiming continental status.27 Lewis and Clark are 
represented here as primarily responsible for the eventual shape of the nation, and the 
Interagency Partnership has made every effort to make the expedition a national event. Whereas 
other maps charting the route of the expedition begin and end around St. Louis, this map 
stretches the geographic field to include its prehistory. A non-directional blue line ambiguously 
connecting eastern locations, like Monticello, Washington, D.C., Philadelphia, Harper’s Ferry, 
and Pittsburgh, represents the expedition’s period of “preparation,” and a green line representing 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 For a more detailed description of the Voorhis collection and the Thwaites atlas, see Cutright, History, 
117-126.  
27 The Interagency map approaches what Benedict Anderson calls the “logo-map,” a cartographic image 
not available to early nineteenth-century Americans. See Anderson, Imagined Communities, 175. 
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“recruitment,” follows the Ohio River from Pittsburgh to its confluence with the Mississippi and 
then onto Wood River in Illinois, ordinarily depicted as the expedition’s point of departure. Like 
the other maps, state boundaries are represented, as are modern place names, interstates, and 
Indian reservation. The power of these maps, derived in part by their sheer proliferation, is that 
we do not typically ask ourselves what an interstate highway in Arizona, for instance, has to do 
with the Lewis and Clark expedition. We have become too accustomed to their temporal 
compressions and spatial dissociations. These kinds of maps take for granted the space and shape 
of the nation in ways early nineteenth-century Americans could not. Whereas historical maps 
could be said to register uncertainty and anxiety about national space, this map’s confident 
backgrounding of spatial and geopolitical contexts does not. The Interagency Partnership’s idea 
of Lewis and Clark’s “legacy” is clear: the map draws straight lines from the expedition to the 
realization of modern U.S. geography, reproduced here in gross simplicity. 
 
Figure 1.5. Discovering the Legacy of Lewis and Clark: Bicentennial Commemoration 2003-2006. 
Philadelphia: Lewis and Clark Trail Heritage Foundation, 2003. 
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These kinds of maps also engender (and reinforce) the dehistoricization and 
decontextualization of the Lewis and Clark expedition. The Corps’ journey to the Pacific is the 
only one of Jefferson’s early nineteenth-century expeditions that correlates with the end result of 
expansionism, the only one to stop where land stopped and not where Spain’s or Britain’s 
colonial forces repelled them, the only one celebrated on a national and international scale, and 
the only one not to descend into complete obscurity. Outside of Jefferson’s 1806 Message to 
Congress and its publication in newspapers and pamphlets, it would be entirely possible to 
conduct research on Lewis and Clark without encountering a single mention of the other 
exploring parties, their journals and maps, or the significance of their findings. As popular 
histories of westward expansion install Lewis and Clark as national heroes, linking their journey 
to the trajectory of national expansion (when we know those trajectories were multiple), the 
other western expeditions have been marginalized and largely ignored. Although this chapter 
will also leave them behind in an effort to understand the influence of the expedition’s early texts 
on Americans’ geographical imagination, we should recognize that their journals also shaped 
perceptions and attitudes about the newly acquired land. Jefferson’s instructions to each party 
were similar and there was a “high degree of uniformity…in their patterns of exploration and 
reportage.” The same corps of post-production cartographers and printers that made Lewis and 
Clark’s expedition fit for public consumption also produced the narratives and images of these 
other expeditions.28 They deserve a fuller treatment than I am able to give here, but what 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 In his message delivered to Congress on February 19, 1806, Jefferson presented to the American public 
the first official report from the three expeditions dispatched to explore Louisiana: Lewis and Clark’s 
exploration of the Missouri and the water route to the Pacific, still in progress; Sibley’s journey in 1803 to 
the western most American settlement on the Red River, and his reports from that outpost; Dunbar and 
Hunter’s study of the Ouachita River and the Hot Springs. See Doug Erickson, Jeremy Skinner, and Paul 
Merchant, Jefferson’s Western Explorations: Discoveries Made in Exploring the Missouri, Red River and 
Washita (Spokane: The Arthur H. Clark Company, 2004), 19. One bright exception is Peter J. Kastor, 
who puts the Lewis and Clark expedition in the context of Jefferson’s other western explorations.   
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interests me is the modern assessment of the Lewis and Clark expedition and the way maps elide 
the complex cultural forces that have installed Lewis and Clark at the cornerstone of national 
expansion and identity.  
Modern cartographic reconstructions of the expedition like those I cite above are 
palimpsestic—one generation’s geographic and ideological perspectives and cultural values are 
mapped on top of the pervious generation’s until traces of the original become less and less 
visible.  Unfortunately, this is not only a discursive reality, but a physical, geologic reality as 
well. As Appleman reminds us, “the passage of [time] and the emergence of an industrial-
technological America have wrought vast changes along the route of Lewis and Clark…As a 
matter of fact, were Lewis and Clark alive today, they would be unable to recognize may parts of 
the route and the raw wilderness they encountered.”29 Just as time and the Army Corps of 
Engineers’ dams and levees have effaced traces of the route along the Missouri, compromising 
archeological, historical, and geographical points of view, recent scholarship has effectively 
effaced traces of nineteenth-century publication and reception histories, and have thus 
compromised accounts of early texts on Americans’ geographic consciousness and national 
identity. Likewise maps, with their interstate highways, their state and national boundaries, their 
modern place-names, and their invitations to reenact the expedition or virtually “retrace” the 
route have effaced nineteenth-century geographic conceptions and anxieties about national 
expansion and replaced them with images (and narratives) of destiny. These maps then, are not 
inert records of landscape or passive reflections, or mere instructional aids, they are assertive 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 Appleman, Lewis and Clark, 257. See also, Martin Plamondon, Lewis and Clark Trail Maps: A 
Cartographic Reconstruction. 3 vols. (Pullman, WA: Washington State University Press, 2000), 1:1. 
James Harlan and James Denny have observed that, “All modern studies of the Lewis and Clark 
Expedition have been somewhat hampered by the fact that both the landscape which the Corps of 
Discovery witnessed and the rivers they plied have been profoundly transformed during the nearly two 
centuries that have elapsed since the epic journey.” See Harlan and Denny, Atlas of Lewis and Clark in 
Missouri (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2003), 1. 
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articulations of national geography that legitimate territorial claims, national identities, and 
narratives of western colonization and empire.  
I offer a brief note on Thomas Jefferson and historical perspective before we move on. 
With the exception of a few notable cases, when it comes to Jefferson’s role in the expedition, 
historians have approached it like children on a pretend bear hunt. When encountering obstacles 
in their pursuit, they chant in unison: “can’t go over it; can’t go under it; can’t go around it; gotta 
go through it.”30 Jefferson has become the common point of departure for Lewis and Clark 
scholars. Their narratives, both popular and scholarly, offer different perspectives and present a 
wide range of possible origins of national expansion and territorial enclosure. Some begin with 
Jefferson’s earlier unsuccessful attempts to organize transcontinental exploration—a twenty year 
history of failure and opposition; some begin with Jefferson’s ascension to the presidency in 
1801 and his brokerage of the Louisiana Purchase two years later (though we know that Lewis 
and Clark were already underway—passports in hand—before the transfer of land was 
complete); and still some search for deeper roots, describing occasions when a young Jefferson 
overheard his father and other Virginia planters and mapmakers, Joshua Fry, Thomas Walker, 
and James Maury, discussing their dreams and conceptions of the west. Despite the angle, 
Jefferson has been celebrated over and over again as the “progenitor of the Lewis and Clark 
expedition and architect of U.S. westward expansion.”31  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 One of these exceptions is John Logan Allen’s Passage Through the Garden, which sets the idea of 
westward expansion within the larger myth of a European search for a water communication across the 
North American continent. Allen, however, still spends a good deal of time filtering his narrative through 
Jefferson. See especially, Allen, Passage Through the Garden: Lewis and Clark and the Image of the 
American Northwest (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1975) xix-xxvi. Bernard De Voto, who puts the 
expedition in the context of the inevitably westward-advancing American empire, could also be 
considered an exception, though he, too, runs his narrative through Jefferson. See De Voto, The Course of 
Empire (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1952 (410-11, 417-19, 422-27).  
31 Gary E. Moulton, ed. The Journals of the Lewis & Clark Expedition. 13 vols. (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1983-2001), 1:1-3. Appleman, Lewis and Clark, 4-5. For Jefferson “growing up with 
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Certainly Jefferson’s presence permeates the expedition as we now know it—his 
instructions to Lewis shaped the Corps’ observations and reportage and they likewise shape our 
perceptions and evaluations of their literary and cartographic output. I do not want to suggest 
here that Jefferson’s role (politically, ideologically, logistically, or discursively) was not central, 
or that Jefferson did not imagine the West unlike any of his contemporaries could have—those 
points have been well established. But I do want to think about Jefferson’s presence—then as a 
founding father and now as a national icon—and its influence on our histories of the 
expedition.32 What if our narratives began, not with Jefferson, but from the baseline of popular 
(even common) geographic consciousness? How would our evaluations of the expedition’s 
impact change if we went over, under, or around Jefferson? Such a baseline might provide us 
with a clearer picture of the effect of the expedition’s narrative descriptions and maps on early 
nineteenth-century readers. 
 Many claims about the influence of the expedition on Americans’ geographical 
consciousness rest on conceptions of continental and national space that we can almost certainly 
say not every American had. To argue, as Appleman does, that Americans felt the full sweep of 
the continent suggests that they already had a clear idea of both national space (and its 
cartographic image) previous to the Louisiana Purchase and of the territory they had just 
“acquired”—an idea that was more than likely as muddy as the Missouri. Jefferson and his 
political advisers had extraordinary access to maps and narrative descriptions of the West and we 
can see how claims like these, even about the expedition’s immediate impact on geographic 
consciousness, gather strength and appear tenable when filtered through Jefferson. One example 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
geographers,” see Donald Jackson, Thomas Jefferson and the Stony Mountains: Exploring the West from 
Monticello (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1981) 4-12. 
32 Martin Brückner goes so far as to call Jefferson a coauthor of the journals. See Martin Brückner, 
Geographic Revolution, 210. 
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of the President’s extraordinary geographic knowledge is Nicholas King’s composite map, 
“which brought together on a single map [the latest geographical information available] that the 
Captains could carry, consult, and correct during their journey.” Known as King’s map of 1803, 
it incorporated rare and manuscript maps of North America that only Jefferson or his Secretary 
of Treasury, Albert Gallatin, could have gathered, including Andrew Ellicott’s map of 1801, the 
maps of James Cooke and George Vancouver, Alexander Mackenzie’s map of 1801, general 
maps of North America by Jean d’Anville and Geillaume Delisle published between 1703 and 
1780, John Mitchell’s map of 1755, and others that were beyond the reach of ordinary 
Americans.33 King’s map was itself a manuscript map that was never published yet in the 
historical cartography it stands in for the era’s general geographic knowledge. The maps 
reproduced in these collections, like the King map, have been abstracted from their materiality 
and their specific contexts of use, interpretation, and circulation to produce a sense of seamless 
cartographic development and geographic consciousness.  
 Even the best efforts to gather, organize, and reproduce extant maps of North America 
have the power to dramatically distort our understanding of ordinary Americans’ geographic 
consciousness. A few of the best approaches, Carl I. Wheat’s Mapping of the Transmississippi 
West, 1540-1861; John Logan Allen’s Passage Through the Garden; Guy Meriwether Benson’s 
Lewis and Clark: The Maps of Exploration 1507-1814; and Gary Moulton’s Atlas of the Lewis 
and Clark Expedition, were all produced within the last sixty years and represent a process of 
collection and assemblage not possible for ordinary nineteenth-century Americans.34 Originally 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 Moulton, Journals, 1:5. For King’s map, see map no. 2 in Moulton’s Atlas. Moulton notes that this map 
was among materials discovered in 1916 at the Office of Indian Affairs, Washington, D.C. It is now in the 
Geography and Map Division of the Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.  34	  Carl	  I.	  Wheat,	  Mapping	  the	  Transmississippi	  West,	  1540-­‐1861.	  5	  vols.	  San	  Francisco:	  Institute	  of	  Historical	  Cartography,	  1957-­‐1963.	  I	  want	  to	  emphasize	  that	  these	  collections	  are	  extremely	  valuable,	  but	  they	  represent	  extraordinary	  geographic	  knowledge,	  not	  common	  perceptions	  and	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scattered across the print archive—some printed in books and atlases, some as rare or manuscript 
sheet maps, produced in several European languages, authored or anonymous—the maps in these 
kinds of scholarly collections are reproduced in compelling, yet misleading, proximity. Taken 
individually, and especially collectively, they do provide examples of the most accurate 
geographical data at the time (accurate from our GIS-enhanced perspective, that is), but most 
Americans did not have access to the best sources and most certainly nothing quite as 
comprehensive. The geographic model and worldview these maps produce was, in other words, 
unimaginable. As Jefferson’s private library catalogues suggest, nearly nothing regarding 
geography, especially North American geography, escaped his notice. His access to maps, like 
those he gathered prior to the expedition (both as a private collector and as head of state), and his 
facility with them can give us the false impression that this was general geographical knowledge. 
None of the editors of these collections accounts for the production and circulation of the maps 
they include and none mentions if or how these graphic representations entered public 
consciousness; they simply exist as specimens of cartographic history without a model of 
cultural consumption and effect. In short, working through Jefferson, though nearly impossible 
to avoid, supports the kind of expedition scholarship I have been identifying. It causes us to 
compress the print archive into an available whole and to neglect the heterogeneous reading and 
geospatial practices between two radically disparate historical moments. 
 
The early expedition texts 
When Lewis and Clark disembarked at St. Louis with a pile of journals and manuscript 
maps, a large collection of natural history specimens, and minds brimming with memories of 
discovery, neither expected the last thing they would publish about the expedition, with one 	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small exception, was Clark’s letter to his brother dated the day they returned, September 23, 
1806.35 Widespread interest in the expedition combined with the circumstances that delayed 
publication of the captains’ journals for nearly eight years opened the door to a host of authors, 
editors, and compilers whose publications shaped both the initial public consumption of the 
expedition and the visions of North American geography the men had traversed.  
The general narrative arc of the journals’ publication history is evolutionary. These 
histories, which often begin with Jefferson’s instructions to his journal keepers or with the 
captains’ completed journal notebooks, follow the “official” texts from their initial publication in 
Nicholas Biddle’s History of the Expedition (1814) to Reuben Gold Thwaites’s first documentary 
edition, Original Journals of the Lewis and Clark Expedition (1904), to the most recent archival 
discoveries and scholarly editions. Some even hold out the hope that the lost journals of Robert 
Frazer, Nathaniel Pryor, or even the original manuscript of Patrick Gass’s Journal will emerge to 
fill out the record.36 Historians of the journals’ publication ideate an authoritative text, a sacred 
codex that we approach with the uncovering of each new expedition-related artifact. Each new 
edition engenders a renascence in Lewis and Clark scholarship and as a result conceptions of the 
men, their discoveries, and the geography they covered have been variously elucidated, 
complicated, and revised over time. But each new edition also increases the temporal distance 
between scholars and the events they describe. Claims about the impact of the expedition and its 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 The one exception is really not an exception. Although it circulated widely in 1807, Lewis’s prospectus 
announcing the impending (but perpetually delayed) publication of the journals did not contain any new 
descriptions of the expedition. Other expedition-related publications, including newspaper reprintings of 
Jefferson’s December 2, 1806 Message to Congress, also circulated widely, but contained no additional 
information about the discoveries than what was already available. For a complete list of the newspaper 
and periodical editions of the President’s February and December 1806 messages, see Stephen Dow 
Beckham, et. al., The Literature of the Lewis and Clark Expedition: A Bibliography and Essays (Portland, 
Oregon: Lewis and Clark College, 2003), 82-83, 84; hereafter cited as LLCE. 
36 For detailed publication histories, see Paul Russell Cutright, A History of the Lewis and Clark Journals; 
Gary E. Moulton, Journals, 2:35-48; and Beckham, LLCE.   
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findings on early nineteenth-century Americans have thus come from a perspective at least a 
century removed from the expedition itself and from the contexts of reading and reception in the 
early Republic.  
Of course, the one hiccup in this grand publication narrative is the extraordinary literary 
output of the period between the Corps’ arrival at St. Louis in 1806 and the appearance of the 
Biddle edition in 1814, commencing with the publication of Patrick Gass’s Journal in 1807. 
Although it was a modest volume, and accused of “dryness” in its own time, Gass’s Journal was 
the first book-length account of the expedition.37 And, as I will discuss below, its impact on 
nineteenth-century readers has been almost completely neglected. Scholars have routinely 
derided the “worked over” and “heavily revised” Journal for its deficiencies; it is “only useful” 
one claims, for “the few pieces of information not found elsewhere [in the other journalists’ 
accounts] such as the dimensions of Fort Mandan.”38 Part of the Journal’s notoriety can be 
attributed to the well-documented editorial blows exchanged by Lewis and its publisher, David 
McKeehan, regarding its “unauthorized” publication and Lewis’s warning to readers that these 
“impositions” might “depreciate the worth of the work which I am myself preparing for 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 See reviews from the Eclectic Review (London) cited in Cutright, History, 28. 
38 Moulton, Journals, 2:37. John Bakeless, for example, dispensed with Gass swiftly in his introduction to 
the 1962 update of Biddle’s edition of the Lewis and Clark journals. He implied that Biddle might have 
had access to Gass’s manuscript but “used only the printed version, which a local parson had zealously 
expurgated and rewiritten, in rolling literary periods, very nearly ruining what had originally been one of 
the liveliest and saltiest narratives ever written.” See John Bakeless, introduction to Journals of the 
Expedition under the Command of Capts. Lewis and Clark, ed. Nicholas Biddle (New York: Heritage 
Press, 1962), xv. Bakeless expected his readers to accept this supposition in general and without 
references. In her introduction to Patrick Gass’s recovered account book, Carol Lynn MacGregor argues 
that McKeehan’s interference in the text apart from footnotes was slight. See MacGregor, ed. The 
Journals of Patrick Gass: Member of the Lewis and Clark Expedition (Missoula, MT: Mountain Press 
Publishing Company, 1997), 295-308. 
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publication.”39 These discussions have effectively crowded out evaluations of the Journal’s 
circulation and its cultural transmission.  
By all accounts Gass’s Journal sold well. The subscription notices printed in the 
Pittsburgh Gazette suggest that both McKeehan and Zadok Cramer, the printer, were both 
plugged into the western book market. McKeehan owned a Pittsburgh bookstore and Cramer was 
a well-known printer of geographical works, such as Cramer’s Almanac and The Navigator—a 
valuable volume of western river data and statistical information already in its fifth edition by 
1807. In the June 7, 1807 notice for the Journal, McKeehan announces with “much pleasure and 
satisfaction” that “his success in obtaining subscribers has been beyond his most sanguine hopes, 
and perhaps without example in America.” He priced copies at one dollar and sent “a part of the 
edition over the mountains” into the western country by way of subscription, but also through 
retailers, who received a “liberal discount…to enable them to sell without any considerable 
advance on the subscription price,” and through newspaper editors, who traded copies for 
inserting the notice in their papers. Before copies had even been bound, McKeehan boasted that, 
“The rapidity with which the subscription papers have been filled, and his prospectus of being 
able in a short time to dispose of the whole of his large edition of 5000 copies, leaves the 
Publisher no grounds of complaint.”40  
The best indication of the Journal’s success, however, is the editions Mathew Carey 
published in 1810, 1811, and 1812.41 By the 1810s Carey had already had an enormous influence 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 For a full account of the exchange, see Jackson, Letters, 2:395-408; Beckham, LLCE, 89-92; Cutright, 
History, 19-21. 
40 See Pittsburgh Gazette, June 7, 1807 
41 That Carey issued it not once, but three times, confirms, as Beckham argues, “steady sales and a sizable 
American interest in the expedition. See Beckham, LLCE, 97. Cutright suggests “Carey would not have 
risked his money on these editions without assurance from Pittsburgh that McKeehan had done well with 
his.” See Cutright, History, 30. According to William Clarkin, Carey published two separate editions in 
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on the American book trade, and according to James Green, “was constantly trying new ways of 
reaching new markets,” and expanding his distribution network.42 That Carey published the 
Journal four times in three years suggests that it was popular and sold well. In the publication 
histories, however, Carey is not remembered for his impact on the Journal’s circulation but for 
the “delightfully preposterous” engravings he inserted.43 Focus on the engravings, which are 
always read from a temporal distance without ever accounting for their original reception (for 
example, readers may well have thought western bears looked like pigs or Newfoundland dogs), 
forecloses any discussion of Carey’s impact on the distribution and sale of books in the United 
States, neatly tying off an undesirable detour in the “official” journals’ publication history.44 
Elliot Coues, editor of the 1893 reprint of Biddle’s History, does this quite succinctly. 
Comparing Gass’s Journal to the Biddle, which “alone is the complete, authentic, and authorized 
account,” Coues writes, it “is a perfectly authentic narrative of the Journey, by a non-
commissioned officer attached to the party, but is not a ‘Lewis and Clark.’”45 That moniker, 
“Lewis and Clark,” simultaneously validates and protects Coues’s intellectual labors as editor of 
the late-nineteenth-century’s definitive edition, but sets a course of inclusion/exclusion that 
dramatically shaped twentieth-century expedition scholarship. The fact is nineteenth-century 
readers had a lot more “not-Lewis and Clark” than “Lewis and Clark.”46  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1810, bringing the total to four. See Clarkin, Mathew Carey: A Bibliography of his Publications, 1785-
1824. New York: Garland Publishing Inc., 1984. 
42 For more on Carey’s network and the ventures he made to furnish new markets with books, including 
his partnership with Mason Locke Weems and the establishment of the annual booksellers’ fairs, see 
James N. Green, Mathew Carey: Publisher and Patriot. Philadelphia: Library Company of Philadelphia, 
1985; quote on 23. 
43 The Carey editions included six illustrations of scenes and events mentioned in the journals. See 
Cutright, History, 31 and Beckham, LLCE, 97.  
44 Beckham cites bibliographer Victor Hugo Paltsits, whose remarks about the plates are reprinted in 
Thwaites’s Original Journals. See Beckham, LLCE, 97.  
45 See Coues, History of the Expedition, cviii (emphasis in original). 
46 Coues’s edition, published the same year as the Chicago Columbian Exhibition and Turner’s frontier 
thesis, elicited a celebratory response from readers and provided them with a mythical origin of their 
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As Coues makes clear, scholars’ search for and protection of the “official” texts includes 
a long tradition of distinguishing between the authentic and the mere “counterfeit.” On the heels 
of the original Pittsburgh Gass edition, titles infused with the language of Lewis and Clark 
appeared, one after another, on American bookstore shelves, among them Hubbard Lester’s The 
Travels of Capts. Lewis & Clarke and William Fisher’s An Interesting Account of the Voyages 
and Travels of Captains Lewis and Clark.47 Historians of the journals’ publication usually treat 
these texts and their authors (or compilers) with contempt and this era as an unfortunate, dirty 
digression from the story of the “official” version, for which they reserve their choicest language. 
According to Cutright, whose A History of the Lewis and Clark Journals (1976) is still 
considered the authoritative publication history (up to that point), the authors and compilers were 
“perpetrators,” “trafficking in bogus material”; and their books “shoddy composite[s]” and 
“illegitimate offspring,” “each a dark and uncomely smudge on the well-favored countenance of 
the fourth estate.”48 Cutright was not the first to use such incendiary language; he got the 
blueprint from Coues who was equally inflammatory. He was the first to refer to this group of 
texts as the “apocrypha”: “wretched meretricious compilation[s]” of “dishonest patchwork,” that 
“mutilate” the authentic texts they pillage.49  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
recently realized continental destiny. Coues added countless profuse annotations that reflect his own 
interests and intellect and that evince his particular moment in history. In the “Preface to the New 
Edition,” Coues remarks, “The more closely [the History] is scrutinized, in the light of our present 
knowledge, the more luminous it appears. The severest tests which contemporaneous criticism can apply 
serve mainly to develop its strength and worth. The printed narrative would carry easily twice as much 
commentary as is now put upon it; for it continually challenges and solicits the editorial pen, even without 
reference to those manuscript records which have proved a very mine of new wealth.” See Coues, 
History, vi. 
47 Stephen Dow Beckham calls “easily identifiable” primary source material. Among these sources were 
Jefferson’s Message from the President, Clark’s letter dated September 23, 1806, announcing his return 
from the Pacific coast, Jonathan Carver’s Travels Through the Interior Parts of North America in the 
Years 1766, 1767, and 1768 (1778), and Alexander Mackenzie’s Voyages From Montreal (1801). See 
Beckham, LLCE  
48 See Cutright, History, 33-39. 
49 See Elliot Coues, History of the Expedition, 1:cxiv, cxiii. 
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Coues, it seems, took the cue from Lewis, who was equally concerned about the status 
(and profitability) of his work. Six days prior to McKeehan’s prospectus announcing the 
publication of Gass’s Journal, Lewis sought to discredit competing accounts when he published 
a notice in the National Intelligencer (Washington, D.C.) that, “there were several unauthorized 
and probably some spurious publications…preparing in the press, on the subject of my late tour 
to the Pacific Ocean, by individuals entirely unknown to me.”50 At that point Lewis had already 
prevented the publication of Robert Frazer’s journal in 1806 and in 1809 the captains purchased 
John Ordway’s journal for three hundred dollars. In his rejoinder to Lewis, McKeehan asks 
reprovingly, “If there were not some consequence connected with these journals, why all this 
uneasiness about them? Why did you purchase them at high prices in order to have them 
suppressed?”51 Lewis’s reaction to the spurious publications—to doggedly distinguish the 
authoritative from the unauthoritative—was reproduced, first by Coues and then by countless 
scholars down to the most recent. 
These assessments of the so-called “apocrypha” or the not-“Lewis and Clark” have 
certainly shaped twentieth and twenty-first-century conceptions regarding the expedition’s 
influence on nineteenth-century Americans, but I argue original consumers of the early texts 
were either less concerned about reading the “authentic” account or they did not know the 
difference. Of the verisimilitude of Lester’s “motley” volume, Coues writes, “[The Travels of 
Capts. Lewis & Clarke] is one of the twin apocryphal books which, with their several offspring, 
doubtless many thousand worthy American citizens and loyal British subjects have read for 
‘Lewis and Clark’—and indeed they are very readable books, as might be judged from the names 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
50 National Intelligencer, March 14, 1807; reprinted in Jackson, Letters, 394-397.  
51 Jackson, Letters, 405.   
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of the various authors whom the compiler pressed into his service.”52 Their titles and title pages 
all had the patina of authenticity; some even included illustrations and maps that amplified the 
impression. Cutright remarks, “Words from Much Ado About Nothing perhaps explain the 
success enjoyed by the counterfeits. Therein Shakespeare has Claudio saying to Leonato, ‘Bait 
the hook well, the fish will bite,’ And that, of course, is precisely what compilers of these 
editions did—and in turn so did the buying public.”53 Considering the cultural transmission of 
expedition findings, it matters little what was authentic and authorized; what matters is what 
circulated, what Americans read. Although these texts have been routinely dismissed for their 
scarcity of detail and for their duplicity, Lewis had been right about the “depreciation” of his 
own work; these “spurious publications” flooded the market compelling us to consider the very 
real possibility that that their deficiencies were reflected in Americans’ visions of western 
discovery. To a largely undiscerning urban reading public unfamiliar with the West—its spaces 
and places, its peoples and cultures, its wildlife and environments—the counterfeit editions stood 
in for the expedition. 
Perhaps the best evidence that the unauthorized texts flooded the market—and that their 
ideas and images of the West dominated American imagination—is the catastrophic circulation 
and reception history of the era’s only official version. There is no question that Nicholas 
Biddle’s History of the Expedition was the most exhaustive and detailed account of the 
expedition in print for most of the nineteenth century; it was the only account to cite the 
captains’ journals and it incorporated more of the Corps’ journal material, whether scientific, 
geographic, ethnographic, or operational, than any of the other early versions that circulated in 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
52 Coues, History, 1:cxv.  
53 Cutright says the “best possible argument for believing that many persons did buy it and that the 
compiler profited, is the fact that some many other similar editions soon followed.” See Cutright, History, 
36; quote on 39.  
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the United States. It was also published with the most recently executed and comprehensive map 
of the West. For most historians of the journals’ publication this edition eclipses the intervening 
eight years of unsanctioned and turbulent textual transmission of the Lewis and Clark expedition 
as if they were never published or read; in true evolutionary fashion this self-evident, authentic 
text simply replaces earlier versions. It is easy to take for granted all that we now know about the 
original journals and their circuitous path to publication under Biddle’s editorship, but for 
nineteenth-century consumers, there was nothing obviously authoritative about it.  
The title page, for starters, was unassuming. The title, apparently Biddle’s idea, read just 
like the “apocrypha”: History of the Expedition under the Command of Captains Lewis and 
Clark, to the sources of the Missouri, thence across the Rocky Mountains and down the river 
Columbia to the Pacific Ocean: Performed during the years 1804-5-6 by order of the United 
States. There was no reference to the official journals or the captains’ permission to print, and no 
claims to its authenticity. It said nothing of authorship—no mention of Lewis or Clark. It was 
simply “prepared for the press by Paul Allen, Esquire.” But who was Paul Allen and what more 
did he have to do with the expedition than, say, William Fisher, whose An Interesting Account of 
the Voyages and Travels of Captains Lewis and Clarke, in the years 1804-5 & 6 was published 
just two years prior? The narrative itself was prefaced by the same kind of recommendatory 
matter presented in the other versions, in this case a letter from Jefferson, titled a “Life of 
Captain Lewis.” The History’s physical appearance was wholly unremarkable; many original 
copies of the two-volume set sold in boards at six dollars. And finally, booksellers’ 
advertisements, like the one featured below, say nothing of its authenticity. Considering the 
flurry of books about Lewis and Clark published between 1807 and 1814, Americans were likely 
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unable to distinguish between this seemingly unremarkable new arrival and those that proceeded 
it and scholars have offered no explanation for what may have compelled them to read it.54  
Many factors shaped the final form of the History and its consequent consumption in the 
United States.55 Despite having issued the prospectus outlining his ambitious plans for 
publishing the journals, Lewis died in October 1809. In a letter dated November 13 of that year, 
John Conrad, the publisher Lewis had engaged, wrote Jefferson that, “Govr. Lewis never 
furnished us with a line of the M.S. nor indeed could we ever hear any thing from him respecting 
it tho frequent applications to that effect were made to him.”56 Upon Lewis’s death Clark became 
the (slightly reluctant) custodian of the “official” expedition documents. After unsuccessful 
attempts to convince William Wirt, a Richmond attorney and biographer of Patrick Henry, and 
Thomas Jefferson, who was perhaps most qualified, to edit the journals, Clark was eventually 
able to persuade a young Philadelphia lawyer and littérateur, Nicholas Biddle, to undertake the 
work. Biddle “readily agree[d] to do all that is in my power for the advancement of the work”; In 
April of 1810 he traveled to the estate of Clark’s father-in-law in Fincastle, Virginia, where for 
three weeks he poured over the journals and maps and learned all he could about all aspects of 
the expedition in frequent interviews with Clark.57 His task was to work with the journals and 
field notes to fashion a narrative of exploration and travel, while Benjamin Smith Barton was to 
take the scientific data and specimens and write a natural history.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54 Moulton claims “Many readers believed that in it [the Biddle edition] they were reading the actual 
journals of the captains,” but he offers no evidence. See Moulton, Journals, 2:37. The same claim could 
be made about the apocryphal editions. 
55 For a fuller account of this period in the journals’ publication history, see Cutright, History, 53-72 and 
Beckham, LLCE, 147-154.  
56 Jackson, Letters, 469. 
57 Biddle’s notes, which he wrote in one of the partially filled notebooks and in the pocket journal Lewis 
used while descending the Ohio in the summer of 1803, attest to his conscientiousness and thoroughness. 
For his interview with Clark, see Jackson, Letters, 497-545; for Biddle’s acceptance, see ibid., 495-496. 
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Still several obstacles prevented the prompt publication of the journals. Consequent to the 
War of 1812, the firm of C. and A. Conrad & Co. collapsed leaving the yet unfinished journals 
without a publisher. Conrad was forced to try to sell the manuscript or find a publishing house 
willing to take on the project. Several attempts to do the latter failed.”58 Finally, Biddle 
contracted with Bradford and Inskeep of Philadelphia, but he began to withdraw from further 
work on expedition history and handed the project off to Paul Allen, who solicited from 
Jefferson a biographical sketch of Lewis and prepared the manuscript for publication.59 By 
September 1813 the work was in the hands of typesetters and the final two-volume edition 
appeared without Barton’s scientific assessment in March 1814.  
Gathering a clear sense of how and where the History circulated in the years immediately 
following its publication is extremely difficult. We know that by the time Harper’s first 
M’Vickar digest edition was published in 1842, the Biddle edition was, according to the 
publisher’s advertisement, “nearly out of print,” a point which Coues uses to justify the 1893 
edition.60 Since Coues, historians of the journals’ publication have without exception cited two 
passages from Clark’s correspondence with Biddle as evidence of the History’s limited 
circulation, but they have been deployed for affective purposes and convey little about supply 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
58 Johnson and Warner, “positively declined making any sort of offer for Genl. Clarkes book,” and 
Thomas Dobson & Son, “appears to have little inclination to embark in the work and declines making any 
proposals for it. See Jackson, Letters, 2:581. See also, Lester J. Cappon, “Who is the Author of History of 
the Expedition under the Command of Captains Lewis and Clark?” William and Mary Quarterly 19, No. 
2 (April 1962), 257-268. 
59 For a discussion of the respective roles of Biddle and Allen, see Cappon, “Who is the Author,” 261. 
60 See History of the Expedition under the Command of Captains Lewis and Clarke, ed. Archibald 
M’Vickar. 2 vols. (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1842), iv. Beckham notes that, “Not until 1842 was the 
Biddle-Allen narrative reprinted in the United States and, in that instance, the work was an abridgement 
created by Archibald M’Vickar and published by Harper Brothers of New York as History of the 
Expedition under the Command of Captains Lewis and Clarke. Harper printed some twenty editions of 
this abridged version in runs of no more than 250 copies that filled what he calls a “steady but rather 
insubstantial reading interest in the United States.” See Beckham, LLCE, 161. In his bibliographic preface 
to the 1893 edition, Coues lists 22 issues of the abridged History under 22 dates between September 1842 
and June 1891. See Coues, History, cxxx. 
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and demand or about the system of distribution and consumption in the early Republic. The 
picture scholars paint—of Clark as consumer (and he is not the typical consumer)—eclipses a 
broader story of circulation that a closer examination brings to light.  
The first of the two passages demonstrates that the History could, and in fact did, 
circulate in the early Republic. It comes at the end of a rather intimate letter Clark addressed to 
Biddle on September 16, 1814, in which he consoles his friend for the death of a child and 
describes his recent war-time activities in the Louisiana Territory. Clark writes, “I have 
borrowed a Copy of my Book which has reached this place but have not had time to read it as 
yet.”61 Cutright suggests that Clark’s inability to procure a copy is simply a “matter of record,” 
but I would suggest that the record is not so simple.62 Cutright abstracts the passage from Clark’s 
description of the administrative and military responsibilities that may have prevented him from 
reading it or from actively seeking a copy, and instead focuses his attention on the word 
borrowed: “[Clark]…had been able only to borrow one” (Cutright’s emphasis). By adding the 
word only, Cutright puts his own spin on Clark’s statement and assigns it a meaning the latter 
most likely never intended. That Clark was able to borrow a copy of the History in St. Louis, 
which would not emerge as a book trade center until much later in the century, attests to the 
circulation of print outside of established, predictable channels of distribution and consumption. 
Clark’s copious correspondence as agent of the United States for Indian affairs and brigadier 
general of the territory is evidence enough that the “friction of distance” between northeastern 
publishing and book trade centers and the untamed West could be overcome, albeit slowly. As 
one of the few pieces of hard evidence about the History’s circulation left behind, we might do 
better to think about the distance the book had come and the “reach,” to use Clark’s term, of its 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
61 Jackson, Letters, 598. 
62 Cutright, History, 66.  
	   	    
 
53 
“unorganized” and unintended circulation, rather than Clark’s assumed inability to procure his 
own copy or Cutright’s limiting account of what William Gilmore calls a text’s “life cycle.”63 
Given the material circumstances and his connections with the nation’s political and social elite 
in Philadelphia and other urban centers in the east, it seems unlikely that Clark would have been 
unable to secure a copy of his own book.  
 Clark’s language in this letter is, however, ambiguous. He writes that his book has 
“reached this place,” but his letter reveals nothing about how it got there. Was it a lone, privately 
owned copy brought from the East? Had a St. Louis bookseller somehow managed to get a few 
copies? Had a publisher’s agent or perhaps a regional book-peddler been able to sell a copy in 
the area? We may never know. What we do know about the early nineteenth-century book trade 
was that distribution was an industry wide problem and that, as William Charvat has described, a 
“loose inter-city structure of tie-ins” between publishers and booksellers was established to help 
mitigate the difficulty and risk.64 The multiple-imprint system, by which “a firm split the risk on 
a book it had contracted to distribute,” could potentially increase the geographic scope of a given 
text’s circulation, and though the practice was just beginning to gain traction in 1814, Bradford 
and Inskeep made use of it.65 The title page reads “Published by Bradford and Inskeep and 
Abraham Inskeep, New York,” but the imprint on the printed boards was expanded to include 
two booksellers: Edward J. Coale in Baltimore and J. Hoff in Charleston. The partnership with 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
63 William J. Gilmore, Reading Becomes a Necessity of Life: Material and Cultural Life in Rural New 
England, 1780-1835. Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1989. 
64 William Charvat, “Longfellow’s Income From His Writings, 1840-1852.” Papers of the 
Bibliographical Society of America, April 1944. Also quoted in John William Tebbel, A History of Book 
Publishing in the United States 4 vols. (New York: R. R. Bowker Co., 1972-1981), 1:213. 
65 If an edition of 2000 copies was published simultaneously in four cities—New York, Philadelphia, 
Boston, and Baltimore—the printer and quasi-publisher arranged with his correspondents in the other 
three cities to take 500 copies each at a 25% discount, the names of all four firms appearing on the cover 
as a multiple imprint. Each of the correspondents took charge of publicity for the work in his region.” See 
ibid. 
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these Southern booksellers suggests that the firm was, considering its desperate financial 
situation (which I will address below), searching for markets not already saturated with 
expedition texts, but it also suggests that places like St. Louis would not be entirely out of reach. 
Despite the adverse effects of the War of 1812 on commerce and transportation, things, people, 
and information—including Biddle’s History—continued to circulate in the United States, even 
to St. Louis, which was little more than an outpost in 1814.66  
 The second passage on which scholars have based their accounts of the History’s 
circulation comes from a letter written two years after its publication. Cutright cites Clark’s 
March 31, 1816 letter to Biddle as evidence that, “two years after publication, [Clark] was still 
looking for a copy of the book.”67 This letter also deserves a closer look. It comes to Biddle in 
the middle of a long bankruptcy case against Bradford and Inskeep, which had a dramatic, but 
often forgotten effect on the eventual circulation of the book. By 1814, due in part to poor 
management and in part to the War of 1812, Bradford and Inskeep had become insolvent and 
declared bankruptcy. The firm’s ledger (table 1.1) shows a number of unpaid bills and bad debts, 
including the $686.27 owed to Philadelphia bookbinders and printers and a total of 280 copies, 
distributed to various booksellers, that had not yet been paid for—a nearly $1200 loss. The 
Lewis and Clark account was just one of several that lawyers on both sides sorted out over the 
next four years. As Coues puts it, “the case dragged its slow length along till 1818…[and] the 
arithmetic of the eminent counsel for and against the estate of Bradford and Inskeep fetched out 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
66 Joseph Charless, an Irish refugee who had fled from the unsuccessful rebellion of 1794, established the 
first printshop in St. Louis in 1808. Charless not printed the first book in Missouri, but the first 
newspaper, the first almanac, and the first lawbook. It is difficult to tell what Charless had on hand in his 
shop since none of the copies of his Missouri Gazette survived. Charless was, however, first employed in 
Philadelphia as a printer in Mathew Carey’s shop and he worked with John Bradford on the Kentucky 
Gazette in Louisville before going into the printing business for himself in St. Louis. It is possible that 
Charless used these connections to supply his bookshop. For additional information on early printing in 
Missouri, see Tebbel, A History of Book Publishing, 1:470-71. 
67 Cutright, History, 66. 
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variant sums—in fine, no feature of the failure was lacking, for the devil on two sticks had 
stalked through the whole business.”68 
Table 1.1.  
Cr. 
1814 
February 20 By 55 Copies Sold  to J. Hoff   221.50 
      1 “ “ J. Vaughan   6 227.50 
March     1 “ 36 “ “ E. J. Coale    145 
    50 “ “ Fitzwhylsome & Co.Rich.   210.25 
    18 “ “ J. Kennedy Alex      72 
    3 “ 50 “ “ Ronalds, Swords, Eastburn 
       & Co. New York   206 
    4 “ 27 to Johnson and Warner    109 
      8 “ Sundry Persons       32 141 
    26  “ St. Pleasants Richmond     105 
    10 “ William T. Gray Fredericksburg      40.82 
    5 “ 59 Sundry Persons in N. York    246 
    7 “ 30 Eastburn & Co.      “     “     126 
              175 Sundry Booksellers in N.Y. Boston, &c.   782.55 
    9 “   3 “ Wm. Graydon Harrisburg      13.50 
  10 “ 90 “ Sundry persons in Philada.    376 “ 
  12 “ 90 “     “       Booksellers in Philada & New York  357.65 
  14 “ 40 “ “ ditto ditto    185.33 
  17 “   9 “ “ ditto ditto      36.34 
  21 “ 62 “ “ ditto ditto    246.25 
  22 “ 33 “  “  New York & Pittsburgh   159 
  23 “ 72 “ “ ditto     281.45 
  24 “   9 “ “ A. A. Inskeep      34.80 
  25 “ 65 “ “  Charleston & Phila   293.75 
  30 “   3 “ “ Philadelphia      13.30  
April    7 “ 18 “  “  ditto &c.      87.09 
    9 “ 20 “ “ ditto       79.36 
  18 “ 13 “ “ ditto       52.50 
  19 “   7 “ “  Collins & Co. N. York     28 
May    9 “   1 “  “  George Zollock        7 
  12 “ 40 “ “  in Baltimore     170.01 
  17 “ 26 “ “ Phil.      118.66 
  30 “   1 “ “ Kimber & Co.         6.67 
June    9 “ 16 “ Copies in New York & Boston      60 
  24 “   1 “ T. Leiper           6 
July    8 “   8 “ Johnson & Warner        32.66 
  10 “   2 “ A. Small         10 
  30 “   1 “ J. Brown           5.84 
    14 J. D. Clifford         60.80 
      1 “ R. Fielding           6.00 
Sep  30 “   1 “ Johnson & Warner          5.84 
Oct  31 “ 12 “ Essex & Co.         48.01 
Nov    7 “   1 “ R. O. Weightman          4 
Dec    8 “   1 “ John Vaughan           6 
  15 “   1 “ Johnson & Warner          5.84 
    92 “ Sold to Sundry Booksellers for Cash  552.00 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
68 Coues, History, xciii. 
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Table 1.1 (cont.)  
       disct. 50 pr. ct.   276.00 
            276 
    60 “   do @ 140 pr. vol.    168 
            --------- 
            5535.47 
          By balance   154.10 
 
    Remaining on hand 392  Vol. 1st 
       390    “    2    wanting plates 
         35  Copies wanting index &c. 
         28     “       bds complete 
         23     “       sheep do. 
156 Copies deficient, supposed to be destroyed in binder or printer hands or 
never received from Printer—69   
 
At issue in the Lewis and Clark case, specifically, to which the lawyers’ correspondence 
testifies, is what to do with the copies listed as “remaining on hand” and who should profit by 
their sale.70 According to the balance-sheet, the firm owed the binders and printers (referred to in 
the correspondence as “the assignees”) nearly seven hundred dollars, yet Clark was expecting 
some profit from the endeavor as was Lewis’s mother, Mrs. Marks.71 On March 12, 1815, Biddle 
wrote to Clark, “I am very sorry to inform you that among the effects of the war among trading 
people in Phila. has been the insolvency of Messrs. Bradford and Inskeep.”72 In the letter he 
refers to an earlier message addressed to the publishers requesting that the firm, “make some 
arrangement to preserve for [Clark] the books which may be unsold & secure his share of those 
already disposed of,” and assures Clark that Bradford has “apprized the assignees of [Clark’s] 
claims and would do what he could in the business.”73 In the oft-cited 1816 letter to Biddle, 
Clark, still anxious to know how his case stands, writes, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
69 Adapted from Jackson, Letters, 602-03. 
70 Jackson, Letters, 605-6; 607; 615; 621; 628.  
71 For an account of the Marks family’s interest in the books, see Clark to Nicholas Biddle, March 31, 
1816, in Jackson, Letters, 609-10. 
72 Ibid., 604. 
73 See Nicholas Biddle to [Samuel Bradford or John Inskeep], January 22, 1815 and Nicholas Biddle to 
Clark, March 12, 1815, in Jackson, Letters, 604-05. 
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It has been a long time since I have had the pleasure of a letter from you. Your last was 
on the Subject of Mr. Bradfords falue [failure], and your intention of precureing the 
Books for me of the assignees, &c. I must request the favor of you to inform me what has 
been done with the Books specimens &c. I am unacquainted with the progress which Mr. 
Bradford had made and as yet have not been able to precure any of those which have 
been printed.74 
It must be made clear here that Clark is not just after a single copy to read in his leisure or for his 
own gratification, as Cutright and Moulton have suggested, he is after the lot of yet unsold, 
undistributed copies that he feels should fall to him as a result of Bradford and Inskeep’s 
bankruptcy. Biddle’s response provides the best brief summary of Clark’s hapless predicament, 
so I quote it at length: 
I received some time since your letter of the 31st March which I would have answered 
sooner but from the want of something decisive to communicate. I still labor under the 
same inconvenience but will not longer delay informing you of the state of your concerns 
here. On receiving news of Mr. Bradford’s failure I immediately interfered in your 
behalf…The true principle on which alone an account could be settled seems to be this. 
The work should be charged with all the expenses of publishing and the $500 to Mr. 
Allen. All the profits above that amount to be equally divided between you and Mr. 
Bradford’s assignees. This is according to the agreement and decidedly the most 
favorable to yourself, since if you were to be made a creditor of Mr. B & the work thrown 
into the mass of his effects the chances would be much more against you. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
74 Ibid., 610. 
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The expences of printing & of the maps &c. have been so great that added to bad debts & 
commissions to other booksellers will absorb almost all the proceeds of the sales. The 
number remaining unsold are in boards and in the hands of the binders, which are not yet 
paid for binding those already sold, and when the expence of completing them is paid 
they will not I fear do much more than cover their own expences. This will depend on the 
terms on which they can be disposed of & I have been endeavoring to negociate with 
some book seller to take the remaining copies pay the debts & give some surplus. But no 
book seller has offered more than 45 or 50 per cent on the retail price. This is a great 
sacrifice, but if the books remain in their present state they will be wholly unproductive 
& it would take years to wait till they would sell by retail.  
 
The only chance by which we can hope to gain much is: To procure from the assignees a 
relinquishment of their claim to any future edition. If they can be induced to do this the 
work will then remain in your hands unrestricted, and you will be in possession of the 
copper plates. With these you may be able to contract for another edition by which I trust 
you may yet make something. But of any immediate profit from the present there are not 
grounds for much expectation.75 
Biddle closes the letter by offering what consolation he can, noting that “the trade of bookselling 
has been of late years a very ruinous one, [and] that few books now do more than pay for their 
own expences.”76 What is truly a matter of record is that Clark’s total receipts were some copper-
plates, of which he never availed himself, and the right to bring out a second edition, which, of 
course, never appeared. According to Biddle, over two years after the original American 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
75 Ibid., 613-14. 
76 Ibid., 614-15. 
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publication, there are still copies at the bindery (held hostage, as it were, “in the hands of the 
binders”) that had not yet entered the market, copies that would take years to “sell by retail” if 
some arrangements cannot be made. Copies, in other words, that cannot be purchased, read, 
borrowed, or cited. 
 These two passages from Clark’s correspondence with Biddle have been famously cited 
as examples of the History’s limited circulation—even Clark could not get one—and provide 
Coues and his publisher, Francis P. Harper, sufficient motivation to “prepare for the twentieth 
century that History of the Expedition of Lewis and Clark which Mr. Biddle wrought for the 
nineteenth.” This version of Clark’s story, first constructed by Coues, is the only account of the 
History’s material circulation in Lewis and Clark literature.77 Most publication histories close 
discussions of the Biddle edition at the point of publication and proceed rapidly to the Coues 
edition or other more complete and comprehensive versions without accounting for its 
circulation among early nineteenth-century American readers on the brink of literary nationalism 
or the nearly eighty years between the two versions.78 These two letters have been deployed for 
affective purposes and convey little about supply and demand or about the system of distribution 
and consumption in the early Republic. The picture of Clark as consumer—he is not the typical 
consumer—eclipses a broader story of circulation that a range of other print artifacts brings to 
light. 
Bradford and Inskeep’s balance-sheet provides some of the best information about the 
History’s initial circulation, yet it produces as many questions as it does answers. In Lewis and 
Clark scholarship it is generally accepted that out of a run of 2,000 copies, only 1,417 ever made 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
77 Coues, History,1:xcvii.  
78 Beckham’s comprehensive essay, “Editing the Expedition Journals” and the accompanying 
bibliography of the Biddle-Allen version is one bright exception. See Beckham, LLCE, 147-203.   
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it into circulation. Coues articulates what would be tacitly accepted by generations of expedition 
scholars following the publication of his 1893 version:  
The edition was ostensibly of 2,000 copies; but when the above-described balance-sheet 
was drawn up, there were 392 of them lacking plates, probably not delivered because 
certain bills were unpaid; there were 35 otherwise defective copies, and 156 copies were 
missing, “supposed to be destroyed in binder’s [sic] or printer’s [sic] hands.” Deducting 
583 copies, defective or missing, from an ostensible edition of 2,000, it appears that no 
more than 1,417 perfect copies of Lewis and Clark ever existed (emphasis mine).79 
His figuring is accurate. Subtracting the deficient copies from 2,000 brings the number of 
“perfect” copies to 1,417. However, the ledger cannot account for all the so-called perfect copies. 
A tally of the sold and distributed copies comes to only 1,358, a difference of only 59 copies, but 
when considering the claims that have been made about the impact of the History on Americans’ 
geographic consciousness, every copy counts. Furthermore, we know, as Coues himself brings to 
our attention, that not all of the copies had maps or plates: “The map is gone from many if not 
most of the copies of the book now extant[;]…this important feature of the book was not inserted 
in all the copies of the original edition.”80 So, despite the firm’s records, it seems that incomplete 
copies made it into circulation in the spring of 1814. 
The credit column lists an account of the firm’s transactions with retailers and private 
customers in the Northeast’s three major publishing centers, New York, Philadelphia, and 
Boston, and in cities as far away as Baltimore, Richmond, Alexandria, and Charleston to the 
South and Pittsburgh and Harrisburg to the West. According to the first entry Bradford and 
Inskeep began distributing the book early in 1814: fifty-five copies were sold to J.[ohn] Hoff, a 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
79 Coues, History, 1:xci. For a copy of the balance-sheet, see Jackson, Letters, 600-604. 
80 Ibid., cxxv.  
	   	    
 
61 
Philadelphia printer, on February 20th.81 The balance-sheet records a relative flurry of activity in 
the first quarter of 1814—perhaps evidence of the History’s long anticipated arrival—showing 
that 1,021 copies had been sold, almost exclusively to booksellers, by the end of March. 
However, the ledger falls off sharply by the end of the second quarter. Bradford and Inskeep only 
managed to sell 27 copies in the third quarter and the fourth quarter reveals, for one, just how 
troubled the firm was. Outside of the few single copies sold at or near the original retail price of 
six dollars and the twelve copies, still outstanding, sent to Essex & Co, we see what amounts to 
the liquidation of the remaining stock; the final 152 complete copies “Sold to Sundry Booksellers 
for Cash,” were sold at huge discounts—the first 92 at 50% or $3 for both volumes, and the final 
60 at $2.80 for the pair. Though certainly not conclusive, public demand for the History seems to 
have waned after only a few months. By the end of July, just before the ledger falls off 
dramatically, only 1175 copies had been sold or distributed to retailers. Compared to 
McKeehan’s initial run of 5000 copies—not to mention the Carey reprints or “apocryphal” 
editions—the History fared poorly. Although Clark obtained the copyright plates as part of the 
settlement, it was clear a second edition would not appear. 
When we consider carefully the terms of Bradford and Inskeep’s bankruptcy case, there 
may be another explanation why a second American edition never appeared and why the 
expedition all but vanished from public consciousness. As I have already mentioned, much of the 
legal debate regarding the Lewis and Clark account had to do with the remaining unfinished 
copies in the hands of the assignees—the binders and printers. Clark’s best bet if he were to 
make a profit, according to Biddle, was to find someone to purchase them, even at great 
sacrifice, rather than wait for the settlement of the entire estate, and to secure the copper plates 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
81 The ledger provides no dates for copies listed under “Bad Debts & Copes not paid for,” but at the very 
latest, John Hoff probably began selling the History in late February 1814.  
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and the right to any future edition.82 In a letter to Biddle dated July 17, 1815, Moses Thomas, a 
Baltimore bookseller, offered to take the “whole of ‘Lewis and Clarke’s Expedition’ at a 
discount of fifty per cent.” Thomas protected his investment by stipulating that “no edition of the 
work is to be printed until the present shall be sold.”83 We have no evidence that he ever 
considered publishing another edition (his experience with the first may have deterred him), but 
it is interesting to note how the terms of this settlement with Thomas may have altered the course 
of the History’s circulation and potential influence on Americans’ geographic imagination and 
national identity.  
The record suggests that it took some time for the remaining copies to sell. There is no 
trace of the Biddle edition in the Baltimore newspapers after the settlement with Thomas; the last 
advertisement, featured in any of the Maryland newspapers was printed on February 24, 1815 in 
the Baltimore Patriot, over five months previous to his offer. And bookstores around the country 
continued to advertise “Lewis and Clark’s Travels” well into 1817. An advertisement in North 
Carolina’s Carolina Federal Republican on April 26, 1817 reads, “Lewis and Clarks Expedition 
up the Missouri—just received and for sale at the Newbern Bookstore” and similar notices 
appear in newspapers in Maine, Vermont, and Delaware.84 Granted, given their distance from 
Philadelphia and New York, it would have taken longer for these bookstores to receive copies 
and therefore to advertise and sell them, but even major book trade centers continued to advertise 
copies well into 1817, nearly eleven years after the Corps returned. An advertisement in the 
Boston Daily Advertiser on the 2nd and 3rd of May 1817 for Greenleaf’s Book and Stationary 
store at No. 3 Court Street, for instance, announced that it had “just received” the Biddle edition. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
82 Nicholas Biddle to Charles Chauncey, 25 June 1816, in Jackson, Letters, 615-617. 
83 Jackson, Letters, 606-07. 
84 See for example, American Advocate and Kennebec Advertiser (Hallowell, ME), 4 January 1817; The 
Reporter (Brattleboro, VT), 24 June 1817, also 1 and 8 July, 28 October, and 11 November 1817; 
American Watchman (Wilmington, DE), 19 June 1816. 
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By 1818 all of the principle figures had moved on: as brigadier general in the Louisiana 
Territory, Clark was too far away from eastern publishing centers to effectively bring out another 
edition—his correspondence with Biddle demonstrates the inconvenience of this distance; Biddle 
had taken up the editorship of The Port-Folio, a Philadelphia magazine, and was elected to the 
Pennsylvania State legislature on his way to an illustrious banking career. Paul Allen, whose 
name infamously graces the title page, never cared that much about it anyway (other than his 
substantial fee); and, with the manuscripts safely stored at the American Philosophical Society in 
Philadelphia (as property of the federal government), even Jefferson’s interest in the publication 
waned.  
Besides narrating a tale about the effects of financial ruin on the History, the balance 
sheet can provide some details about the geographic scope of its initial distribution to retailers 
and private customers. As would be expected in 1814, distribution was concentrated most 
heavily in the northeast, especially Philadelphia and New York, yet the firm’s erratic record 
keeping makes a geographic representation difficult to reconstruct. Out of the 1,358 copies for 
which the ledger accounts, at least 275 copies were sold to Pennsylvania booksellers plus their 
share of the 371 copies sold in transactions involving more than one city such as the copies sold 
to booksellers in Philadelphia and New York on March 12, 14, 17, and 21 (a total of 201 copies), 
New York and Pittsburgh on March 22 and 23 (a total of 105 copies), and Charleston and 
Philadelphia on March 25 (65 copies).85 The firm’s record keeping makes distribution and sales 
in New York equally difficult to decipher. At least 155 copies were sold to New York 
booksellers plus their share of the 497 copies mentioned in the Philadelphia and Pittsburgh 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
85 Pennsylvania’s sales were, of course, centered in Philadelphia, the location of the History’s publication. 
Only 13 copies (10 copies to Wm. T. Gray in Fredericksburg and 3 to William Graydon in Harrisburg) 
plus Pittsburgh’s share of 105 copies sold in the March 22 and 23 transaction to New York and Pittsburgh 
(probably sold to Zadok Cramer) were initially sold outside of Philadelphia, so I will refer to Philadelphia 
instead of Pennsylvania in the following paragraphs.  
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transactions mentioned above (a total of 306 copies) and those sold in New York and Boston on 
March 9 and 16 (a total 191 copies). Far behind Philadelphia and New York was the early 
nineteenth-century’s other major publishing and book trade center, Boston. Boston is never 
entered individually in the account and shared only 191 copies with New York. It’s unclear how 
many of these copies made to Boston’s booksellers, but the records put Boston on par with other 
smaller market cities like Baltimore and Richmond (each with 76 copies). Due to its lack of 
precision, the ledger makes it difficult to account for the location of 194 copies, but the 
remaining 1,164, despite the firm’s financial turmoil, tell us a familiar story of early nineteenth-
century book production and distribution.   
However clear or unclear the firm’s ledger for the Lewis and Clark account is, it can only 
provide information about the History’s distribution from February to December of 1814. To get 
a clearer picture of its circulation, both geographically and culturally, we can look at newspaper 
advertisements and library and booksellers’ catalogues. Because the publication of Lewis and 
Clark’s official account had been delayed several years, one might expect to see a flurry of 
advertisements in the newspapers announcing the sale of this long-awaited publication, but the 
History, when advertised at all, seems to have quickly come and gone. According to the ledger, 
among the very first copies sold were those sold to “Ronalds, Swords, Eastburn & Co. New 
York” on March 3. While no such firm can be found among the era’s New York booksellers, 
three separate bookstores operated in New York around the time of publication: Thomas A. 
Ronalds at 188 Pearl Street in New York, from 1809 to 1820; Thomas and James Swords at 160 
Pearl Street, from 1803 to 1820; and Eastburn, Kirk & Co. at Wall and Nassau Streets, from 
1814 to 1816. The New York Daily Advertiser ran similar advertisement for T. & J. Swords and 
Thomas Ronalds on March 7:  
	   	    
 
65 
 
These two appear to be the first advertisements for the History on record, and others quickly 
followed them. Ronalds advertised again the following day, as did Collins & Co., another of 
New York City’s Pearl Street booksellers.86 On March 12, Ronalds and Collins each ran one 
more advertisement in the New York Spectator and the Daily Advertiser, respectively. There 
appears to have been some excitement among these booksellers for the History; the 
advertisements appeared only days after purchase—just long enough to for the books to make the 
trip from Philadelphia and prepare the advertisement for printing—and the History is the only 
book featured in these advertisements. However, not until Thomas Longworth Jr. announced the 
sale of the History on March 27, 1816—over two years later—would any bookseller in New 
York City advertise it.87 It is possible that these booksellers’ entire supply of books was 
purchased (and here is where the ledger’s gaps become apparent—no mention of these or other 
specific New York booksellers is mentioned until Collins & Co. on April 19), but it stands to 
reason that if it had sold well other advertisements would have followed; and Bradford and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
86 Collins & Co. is not explicitly listed in the ledger until April 19. The bookstore purchased seven copies. 
It is possible, however, that they were among the “sundry persons” to purchase copies on March 8 or the 
“sundry persons in N. York” to purchase 59 copies on March 5. If either of the latter is the case, it 
represents a remarkable turnaround from purchase to advertisement. It is possible, given the proximity of 
Collins’ shop (189 Pearl Street) to Ronalds’s (188 Pearl Streer) and Swords’s (160 Pearl Street), that he 
could have purchased a few copies from them, but it is mere speculation.  
87 See Commercial Advertiser for 27 March and 1 April 1816. Between 1814 and 1818, the History was 
advertised only once more in the New York City papers; see Commercial Advertiser, 22 August 1817. 
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Inskeep’s ledger clearly shows stock was available until the liquidation in late December of that 
year. Despite the number of books sold to New York’s booksellers, the archive is conspicuously 
bare.88 
Although the ledger suggests that Boston booksellers received their share of 191 copies, 
whatever that may have been, newspaper advertisements in what was then a major book-trade 
center are conspicuously absent. Of the 30 Massachusetts newspapers I examined, 15 of which 
were published in Boston around the time of publication, only 6 advertisements for the History 
appear, three of which came after 1816.89 Just as the bulk of advertisements in New York state 
newspapers appeared in smaller markets, 8 of the 16 advertisements in the Massachusetts papers 
were printed in Salem’s Salem Gazette. A similar lack of booksellers’ notices is also conspicuous 
in Washington, D. C., where a search through 6 newspapers yielded just two advertisements; 
Maryland, where a search through 6 newspapers produced only one advertisement, printed early 
in 1815; and South Carolina, where J. Hoff apparently neglected to advertise the History in the 
state’s 5 newspapers, despite the evidence that copies were distributed there.90 The most 
conspicuous absence, however, is the lack of advertisements in the Pennsylvania papers, 
especially Philadelphia. According to the ledger, Johnson & Warner had copies, “sundry 
booksellers in Philadelphia” had it; it is highly likely that Pittsburgh printer/publisher/bookseller 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
88 In fact, in the 47 New York state newspapers I have examined, a total of only 35 advertisements for the 
History appeared between March 7, 1814 and August 22, 1817. The majority of these advertisements 
come from Hudson’s Northern Whig, which ran 20 advertisements between July 19, 1814 and August 15, 
1815. It is also worth mentioning that most of these advertisements are small and buried in the third or 
fourth page of these publications. 
89 See advertisements in the Boston Gazette, 4 and 11 April 1814; Boston Daily Advertiser, 25 May 1815, 
2 and 3 May 1817; Boston Patriot and Daily Chronicle, 16 March 1818. 
90 See the Daily National Intelligencer (D.C.), 6 May and 9 July 1814; Baltimore Patriot (MD), 24 
February 1815.  
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Zadok Cramer had copies, yet no advertisements appear in any of the state’s 21 newspapers.91 
Unlike the tales popular histories of the expedition might tell us about the eager consumption of 
the expedition through its earliest “official” publication, the overall lack of advertisements for 
the History in the newspapers of major book-trade centers in the United States during the first 
decades of the nineteenth century suggests that readers had had their fill of Lewis and Clark. 
Booksellers’ advertisements can give us some idea of the extent of the History’s 
circulation and consumption, but certainly information traveled through other circuits besides the 
newspapers. Library and booksellers’ catalogues can fill in some of the gaps left by Bradford and 
Inskeep’s ledger and the body of newspaper advertisements for the History. Library and 
booksellers’ catalogues, when published, both circulated to subscribers and members and were 
available on site for customers and patrons to browse. They are records of texts available to 
many nineteenth-century readers and of established and emerging literary tastes. Nearly every 
catalogue—whether for a public circulating library, a private bookseller, or institutional 
library—is divided into sections by subject, which varied widely depending on the collection and 
the interests of the collectors and consumers or patrons. This kind of organization facilitated 
browsing and aided patrons in specific searches. The Catalogue of Books in the Boston 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
91 State newspapers examined: Massachusetts: Boston Daily Advertiser, Boston Gazette, Boston 
Intelligencer, Boston Patriot, Boston Recorder, Boston Spectator, Columbian Centinel, Idiot, 
Independence Chronicle, Kaleidoscope, New-England Galaxy, New-England Palladium, Repertory, 
Weekly Messenger, Yankee, Dedham Gazette, Franklin Herald, Essex Patriot, Merrimack Intelligencer, 
Nantucket Gazette, New-Bedford Mercury, Newburyport Herald, Sun, Essex Register, Salem Gazette, 
Hampden Federalist, Hampden Patriot, Berkshire Star, Massachusetts Spy, National Aegis; District of 
Columbia: Federal Republican, National Messenger, Senator, City of Washington Gazette, Daily 
National Intelligencer, Washington City Weekly Gazette; Maryland: Baltimore Patriot, Baltimore Price-
Current, Mechanic’s Gazette; Merchants Daily Advertiser, Cumberland Gazette, Easton Gazette, 
Republican Star; South Carolina: Camden Gazette, City Gazette, Investigator, Winyaw Intelligencer, 
Miller’s Weekly Messenger; Pennsylvania: True American, American Telegraph, Carlisle Gazette, 
Freyheits-Fahne, Spirit of the Times, Democratic Republican, Greensburgh & Indiana Register, 
Chronicle, Star of Freedom, Corrector, Grotjian’s Philadelphia Public-Sale Report, Herald of Gospel 
Liberty, Poulson’s American Daily Advertiser, Voice of the Nation, Reading Adler, Welt Bothe, Spirit of 
the Times, Norwestliche Post, Northumberland Republicaner, Village Record, Gleaner. 
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Athenæum (1810) provides a typical example of an early nineteenth-century catalogue. Among 
the categories of texts listed are, Theology, Metaphysics, Ethics, and Ecclesiastical History; Law, 
Politics, Economics, and Commerce; Medicine and Physiology; Mathematics and Natural 
Philosophy; Chemistry and Mineralogy; etc. A conventional and recurrent feature of nearly 
every catalogue of this sort, which attests to Americans’ voracious interest in geographic 
discovery and in developing geographic knowledge of North America and the world, is listed in 
the Athenæum’s catalogue as, “History, Biography, Topography, Voyages and Travels; with 
Maps and Charts.” Philadelphia’s Union Circulating Library, a collection focused chiefly on 
belles letters, is no exception: the first section of the 1814 catalogue is “History, Biography, 
Voyages, and Travels.” These catalogues, and many others, include various narrative 
descriptions of geographic discovery and adventure not unlike the History, Gass’s Journal, or the 
other early apocryphal texts, including Henry Marie Brackenridge’s Views of Louisiana, 
published in Pittsburgh the same year as the Biddle edition, James Cook’s A Voyage to the 
Pacific Ocean (1784), Alexander Mackenzie’s Voyages from Montreal (1801), Vancouver’s A 
Voyage of Discovery to the North Pacific Ocean, and Round the World (1798), even Jefferson’s 
Notes on the State of Virginia (1782), as well as cartographic descriptions such as Mathew 
Carey’s American Pocket Atlas, Benjamin Workman’s Elements of Geography, and Zadok 
Cramer’s The Navigator, and many other standard geography textbooks, gazetteers, and city or 
immigrant guides.  
Although catalogues have the ability to show us—where no other promotional evidence 
seems to exist—that copies of the History emerged in libraries and bookstores in such locations 
as Hartford Library Company, (CT), Washington Library (D.C.), the Charleston Library Society, 
the Library Company of Baltimore, and Gray and Cady’s bookstore in Fredericksburg, VA, they 
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nevertheless contribute to the story of limited and scattered circulation even in the book-trade 
centers of the Northeast. While many of the catalogues list several titles—sometimes hundreds— 
under “Voyages and Travels,” and frequently give it priority in their printed catalogues, the 
History is conspicuously absent from them. Of the sixty-five library, booksellers’ and private 
auction catalogues printed between 1814 and 1820 that I examined, only thirteen list what appear 
to be the Biddle edition, four list various unidentifiable editions (which may be the Biddle 
edition) and one lists an apocryphal text.92 It is clear that other catalogues were printed and that 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
92 For catalogues listing the Biddle edition, see Catalogue of books, for sale at public auction of all that 
stock of books in the store of A. H. Inskeep (1815); A catalogue of the Union Circulating Library (1815); 
Catalogue of the Library of the United States (1815); Catalogue of books belonging to the Washington 
Library (1815); Catalogue of books in the Columbian Social Library (1815); Catalogue, No. 1, of books 
in the Boston Library (1815); A supplement to The catalog of books, &c. belonging to the Library 
Company of Baltimore (1816); Supplementary catalogue of books belonging to the Charleston Library 
Society which have been purchased since January, 1811 (1816); A catalogue of books and stationary 
[sic] for sale by Gray & Cady, booksellers and stationers, Fredericksburg, Va. (1817); A Catalogue of 
the Miscellaneous Books Belonging to the State Library of Pennsylvania (1818); A Catalogue of Books, 
for sale by Howe & Spalding, Booksellers, New-Haven (1818); Catalogue of Books Belonging to the 
Hartford Library Company (1818); A catalogue of books, offered to the public by Oliver D. Cooke and 
Horatio G. Hale, under the firm of Cooke and Hale, at their bookstore (1818). For the unidentifiable 
editions, see A Catalogue of Books Belonging to the New-Castle Library Company, Wilmington, DE 
(1819); Catalogue of the Boston Union Circulating Library and Reading Room (1815); Catalogue of 
Robinson’s Circulating Library (1816); A Catalogue of the Books Belonging to the Alexandria Library 
Company (1815). For the apocryphal edition, see Catalogue of Books Belonging to the Hartford Library 
Company (1818); A catalogue of books, offered to the public by Oliver D. Cooke and Horatio G. Hale, 
under the firm of Cooke and Hale, at their bookstore (1818). 
It is often difficult to tell what version of Lewis and Clark’ “journals” these libraries and 
bookstore catalogues list. The official short title of the Biddle edition, presumably his own idea, is History 
of the Expedition under the Commands of Captains Lewis and Clark, or simply History of the Expedition. 
Early newspaper advertisements for the History adhere closely to this title, but as the library and 
booksellers’ catalogues demonstrate, the proliferation of various loosely applied titles makes it very 
difficult to determine whether or not the Biddle edition is actually being listed. For instance, the catalogue 
of books belonging to the New-Castle Library Company (Wilmington, DE) for 1819 includes, “Lewis and 
Clarke’s expedition up the Missouri.” Likewise, the Boston Union Circulating Library for 1815 lists, 
“Lewis and Clark’s Travels in the Western Country.” The titles of the apocryphal editions, the Gass 
Journal, and the Biddle edition can be easily confused and, despite their content, can appear nearly 
indistinguishable. In 1818, customers in Cooke and Hales’s bookstore in Hartford, Connecticut, for 
example, could browse or purchase Fisher’s “Account of Lewis and Clarke’s Voyage,” one of the more 
notorious apocryphal editions, and “Lewis and Clark’s Travels,” presumably the Biddle edition, 
suggesting that various editions stood side by side as equivalent accounts of the expedition. There are, 
however, markers that can help us be more certain. The apocryphal editions, for example, perpetuated a 
misspelling of Clark’s name—Clarke—that Biddle corrected in the History—an error that nonetheless 
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additional Biddle editions are not represented here, and surely these catalogues have more to tell 
us about what Americans were consuming or at least what was theoretically available to readers, 
but this small sample reveals a surprisingly meager ratio of collections or inventories to copies. 
With just over 1300 copies in circulation, this may come as no surprise.  
What these catalogues can tell us, even when the History or any of the early expedition 
texts are missing, is that Americans were keenly interested in geography and that they were 
actively developing geoliteracies in concert with national identities. Martin Brückner reminds us 
that, “in theory and in practice the construction of the American subject was grounded in the 
textual experience of geography…[thus] becoming geographically literate provided many 
ordinary people with a vehicle for describing and defining their personal place in both the local 
and global community.”93 He continues, 
Geographic print materials, including maps and textbooks, became staple goods in the 
American literary marketplace. Those with financial means ordered lavishly illustrated 
atlases and folio geographies. Those of lesser means encountered descriptions of the 
latest geographic theories, expeditions, or territorial conquests in almanacs and magazine 
maps.94 
Brückner does not account for the differences in the kinds of geographical consciousness these 
two groups—and everyone in between—necessarily constructed and the affects of that 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
continued to appear in print up until the Coues edition in 1893. The place and date of publication—
Philadelphia, 1814—is likewise a marker that can help, but one that is not guaranteed. Hubbard Lester 
(1809) and William Fisher (1812) both published their editions in Philadelphia. Two clues that are often 
most useful are the volume’s size and its price. The History was originally printed in two octavo volumes 
and sold for six dollars, while many others including Gass’s Journal and other editions were published in 
one volume with a price tag between one and two dollars. Taken together, these markers can help 
confirm, with relative certainty, which version of the early expedition texts the catalogues and 
advertisements are referring to. 
93 Brückner, Geographic Revolution, 6-7.  
94 Ibid., 11. 
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consciousness on (national) self-image, nor the varying degrees of literacy among urban readers, 
but the catalogues, especially booksellers’ catalogues attest to the central role of geographical 
literacy in the formation of early national subjectivity. It is surprising, then, that Biddle’s 
History, which has been considered by many to record the foundational episode of territorial 
expansion and American empire is not more prevalent in the print archive.95  
In Virgin Land, Henry Nash Smith argues that, “[t]he importance of the Lewis and Clark 
expedition lay on the level of imagination: it was drama, it was the enactment of a myth that 
embodied the future. It gave tangible substance to what had been merely an idea, established the 
image of a highway across the continent so firmly in the minds of Americans that repeated 
failures could not shake it.”96 In this passage, Smith employs the language of immediacy: “it 
was,” “it gave,” “[it] established”; there is no delay in the expedition’s effect. However, he, like 
many others, does not account for the transmission of ideas and images, nor the process by which 
they were established so “firmly in the minds of Americans.” If, as the print archive suggests, the 
circumstances of the History’s publication were tangled, and that it emerged during a dreadful 
economic downturn in a market already saturated with expedition texts, then it stands to reason 
that the expedition’s findings were in large part communicated to readers through the era’s 
unsung texts. 
It is important to recognize that all of the expedition’s early texts, to one extent or 
another, irrespective of sources or authorization, produced American geographies and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
95 The European archive is another story. Beckham observes that, “The publishing history of the Biddle-
Allen edition suggests that there were more readers interested in the Lewis and Clark Expedition in 
Europe than in the United States. Between 1814 and 1826, the solitary printing by Bradford and Inskeep 
of Philadelphia stood in contrast to the seven printings in Europe—five of them nearly complete reprints 
of the initial American edition. Perhaps, to some degree, four American editions of the Gass Journal had 
filled the market, but it was clear that Europeans had a strong interest in the lands, resources, and native 
peoples of the American West.” See Beckham, LLCE, 160. 
96 Henry Nash Smith, Virgin Land: The American West as Symbol and Myth (Cambridge: University of 
Harvard Press, 1950), 17. 
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knowledges of the West; all of them, despite the degree of fidelity to the expedition or its written 
accounts, produced narratives of exploration and adventure, and all of them contributed to the 
construction of national geography and early national identity. These various literary 
cartographies produced an assortment of national geographies at different scales whose graphic 
frames, national borders, and interiors were often at odds. These early expedition texts, therefore, 
did not produce the easy, straight line of east to west expansion, but a thoroughly confused and 
confusing geographic space that early nineteenth-century Americans struggled to construct and 
traverse imaginatively. 
 
Reading the early publications 
In the preface to Gass’s Journal, David McKeehan, writes, “Of the various publications 
which unite amusement and information, few can be justly held in higher estimation than the 
Journals and Narratives of Travellers and Voyagers.”97 The original publication of Gass’s 
Journal, together with the subsequent reprintings by Mathew Carey and the emergence of other 
early expedition publications, suggests that Americans were indeed eager for news about the 
Corps’ discoveries. McKeehan not only identifies an issue of literary taste, but one of formal 
conventions. The task of the authors, editors, and compilers of rough-hewn travel journals, often 
laconic and abstruse, was to translate them for readers who expected to be both enlightened and 
entertained. In the process of turning notes into narrative, of cleaning up the messiness of the 
explorers’ journals for public consumption, both McKeehan and Biddle made choices about both 
literary and material form and content that shaped the reception and eventual perception of the 
expedition and the continent across which the Corps traveled.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
97 See Gass, Journal, unnumbered preface. 
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 McKeehan justifies the editorial decisions that gave shape to the first book-length 
account of the expedition: 
In determining the form in which the work should appear, the publisher had some 
difficulty. Two plans presented themselves. The one was to preserve the form of a daily 
journal (in which the original had been kept) and give a plain description of the country 
and a simple relation of occurrences equally intelligible to all readers; leaving to every 
person an opportunity of embellishing the scenes presented to him in his own way. The 
other plan was to more fully digest the subject, make the narrative more general, and 
assuming less of the journal form and style, describe and clothe the principal parts of it as 
his fancy might suggest. However far the latter might have been proper, had a foreign 
country been the subject, and the principal object of the publication, mere amusement, 
many objections occurred to it in the present case; and rendered the former most eligible, 
especially as by it the climate and face of the country will be more satisfactorily 
described.98 
In McKeehan’s mind a daily journal is the best vehicle for geographic representation; he 
intimates here that readers will be furnished with geographic descriptions direct from the 
eyewitness without editorial gloss or filter. Scholars have routinely criticized the Journal for its 
lack of “insight, reflection, and depth of geographic, ethnographic, diplomatic, and scientific 
observations,” which suggests that McKeehan may have had little to go on had he chosen the 
latter option—to “clothe the principal parts of it as fancy may suggest.”99 However, as a result, 
either of Gass’s original descriptions (which we know little about) or McKeehan’s editorial 
work, readers of Gass’s account were less likely to get hung up on the thick ethnographic 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
98 Ibid., x. 
99 Beckham, LLCE, 89. 
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passages and historical treatises that nearly crowd out the dailiness of Biddle’s version. Gass’s 
Journal is highly readable, but spare; McKeehan’s decision to reproduce the journal form 
establishes a chronology—a linearity of time and movement—but more importantly, a narrative. 
In its published form, the Journal invites readers to participate in discovery and the production of 
western geography, to fill in the blanks with imagination, and to connect daily experience to 
conscious intentions and goals.  
 But the material concerns just as much as the generic conventions of the travel-reading 
market shaped the condition of the Journal’s publication and circulation. They also suggest that 
class, a largely overlooked factor in the expedition texts’ reception histories, had a great deal to 
do with Americans’ consumption of the Lewis and Clark Expedition. From the outset McKeehan 
knew he was filling a void. He was not concerned about publishing the “official” expedition 
account; he was a shrewd opportunist, gratifying public curiosity by publishing a version 
designed to be “equally intelligible to all readers.” Gass and McKeehan were in many ways 
following the lead of Robert Frazer who was the first to announce his intentions to publish his 
journal.100 In response to Frazer’s prospectus, Lewis had, of course, made some disparaging 
remarks about the “spurious publications now preparing in the press,” to which McKeehan 
responded in an acrimonious editorial exchange.101 In a notice printed just a month before the 
Gass edition was published, McKeehan writes, “It is not yet clearly ascertained how far the 
illiberal and indelicate notice of Captain Lewis has been injurious… in some parts of the country, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
100 For the complete prospectus, see Jackson, Letters, 345-346.  
101 This was not the first time Lewis and McKeehan had butted heads. In October 1806 a proposal 
circulated “for Publishing by Subscription Robert Frazers [sic] Journal.” Private Frazer had been one of 
the journal writers on the expedition. The proposal estimated a book of four hundred pages, “published by 
permission of Captn. Meriwether Lewis.” Kastor notes that, “Lewis immediately initiated a nasty editorial 
brawl with the publisher, David McKeehan, in which he attacked Frazer’s credentials to produce a major 
published work, while McKeehan accused Lewis of being a petty tyrant who was unwilling to share 
acclaim with his subordinates.” See Kastor, William Clark’s World, 119. McKeehan’s entire letter to 
Lewis is reprinted in Jackson, Letters, 399-408. 
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there is no doubt, it has occasioned a temporary deception, which will vanish on correct 
information, and when the price of his work is made known.” He continues,  
What price will finally be fixed on this large work, which is to consist of three octavo 
volumes and a map, it is impossible for a stranger unacquainted with Captain Lewis’s 
opinions and views to estimate.—The only sum mentioned in this country with any 
appearance of authority, is fifty dollars; but that is so extravagant a computation that it 
would seem to deserve no credit. But should the work, as set forth in the prospectus be 
properly executed, a copy cannot be expected under fifteen or twenty dollars.102 
As a publisher with knowledge of the trade, McKeehan was not far off. Donald Jackson notes 
that, “When McKeehan learned the proposed selling price of Lewis’s work—$31 for two 
volumes and a map—he ran a half-column announcement in the [Pittsburgh] Gazette of 30 June 
to compare his own publication with Lewis’s [and] to repeat that his price was only one 
dollar…McKeehan had copies ready for distribution by 7 July.”103 When one version was nearly 
complete and inexpensive and the other (prohibitively) expensive and perpetually delayed, the 
choice seems clear. Curiosity aside, many more Americans (McKeehan’s first edition ran to 
5000 copies) could afford to pay one dollar for the first Gass edition—or the three Mathew Carey 
editions to follow—or $1.62½ for Hubbard Lester’s 1809 The Travels of Capts. Lewis & Clarke, 
or next to nothing for the newspaper reviews, extracts, and reprints of the President’s Message to 
Congress and Clark’s 1806 letter to his brother, both of which circulated widely. As I will 
discuss in more detail below, these early “spurious” accounts, as Lewis would have it, were 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
102 The Pittsburgh Gazette, Tuesday, June 9, 1807. 
103 Jackson, Letters, 2:407-408n. McKeehan mentions the “satisfaction” with which he received news of 
Lewis’s notice of price. “This important desideratum,” he writes, “gives him [McKeehan] the long wished 
for opportunity of contrasting the prices of the respective accounts of the expedition; and of furnishing 
such information as will determine his fellow citizens in their choice…” See Pittsburgh Gazette, June 30, 
1807. 
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primarily responsible for shaping American ideas about the expedition and western geography. 
The Biddle edition, the nineteenth-century’s most comprehensive account, was for many reasons 
discussed above an utter publishing failure; by the time it appeared, the War of 1812 and the 
subsequent postwar reconstruction had turned the country’s attention away, if only temporarily, 
from western exploration and expansion.104 
 The impact of class on the consumption of the expedition and the consequent production 
of geographic consciousness is also registered in the many reviews of Gass’s Journal published 
in newspapers and periodicals. Many reviewers simply considered it a placeholder. The author of 
a review appearing in The Monthly Anthology, and Boston Review writes that the American 
public has looked for the details of the expedition with “impatience,” [but] “in the mean time, 
this journal, written without lofty pretentions, will afford some amusement to those who are fond 
of perusing the relations of travellers, in new and difficult situations.” In the preface to the 
Journal, McKeehan rightly identifies readers’ expectations for travel and exploration narratives 
when he describes the necessary combination of entertainment and information. But the Journal, 
according to this reviewer, is merely amusement; it “furnishes some details to satisfy us for the 
moment, till we are favoured with the principal work.”105 Another reviewer notes,  
The great and valuable work preparing for the press by Messrs. Lewis and Clarke cannot 
be expected to appear before the public with great expedition…Meanwhile, as in all 
undertakings of the kind,…we may expect to see hasty attempts made to gratify the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
104 Stephanie LeMenager agues that attention to the western territories was “only completely revived in 
the years immediately prior to [Stephen H.] Long’s assignment [in 1819].” See LeMenager, Manifest and 
Other Destinies, 42.   
105 The Monthly Anthology, and Boston Review Containing Sketches and Reports of Philosophy, Religion, 
History, June 1, 1809; my emphasis.  
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public curiosity by underlings and subalterns. Accordingly, this period has produced a 
brief account of this journey, by Patrick Gass, one of the party.106 
This passage smacks of elitism and nearly robs Gass of his authorial agency. Not only does the 
reviewer assign absolute value to the (anticipated) “authorized” version, he underscores both 
Gass’s inferior rank (which Gass and/or McKeehan flattens out considerably in the narrative) 
and the brevity of the account.107 Indeed as another review points out, “[Gass] appears to have 
acted as a soldier in the detachment, [and] his opportunities for information must necessarily 
have been inferior to those of his commanding officers. We must, therefore, consider this only as 
a forerunner of their more methodical, correct, and comprehensive publication.”108 As these 
reviews suggest, some were clearly convinced that a single, faithful, and definitive account 
existed, one authored by the captains, a point McKeehan disavows by describing the Corps’ 
collaborative journal-keeping method: as per Jefferson’s instructions, “it was enjoined upon 
several persons belonging to the corps…to keep journals [which were] from time to time 
compared, corrected and any blanks, which had been left, filled up, and unavoidable omissions 
supplied.”109 Thus, even readers who could only afford one dollar, McKeehan argues, could have 
a “true account of the progress of the expedition and of the discoveries which should be 
made.”110 The sales figures of the early expedition texts suggest that many American readers 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
106 The American Register; or, General Repository of History, Politics and Science, Jan 2, 1807.  
107 It was McKeehan who coined the phrase Corps of Discovery as a way to deemphasize Lewis and 
Clark’s command and validate Gass’s contributions (both literary and military). See Kastor, William 
Clark’s World, 121. 
108 The Medical Repository of Original Essays and Intelligence, Relative to Physic, Surgery, Chemistry, 
and Natural History, Aug-Oct, 1807. 
109 Gass, Journal, vii. 
110 Ibid. In addition to claims about the Journal’s “true account,” McKeehan appealed to consumers’ 
aesthetic and material concerns: “Instead of that kind of binding in boards, which was at first intended, it 
will appear in handsome marble paper with red and green leather backs; and will be cut, coloured, filleted 
and lettered: so that it will be elegantly and substantially half bound.. This kind of binding will be nearly 
equal to full binding in sheep, and, owing to the superior quality of the materials, not less expensive to the 
publisher. See McKeehan’s notice in the Pittsburgh Gazette, June 30, 1807. 
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were less concerned about the authenticity of the account than they were about the promptness of 
its publication and its ability to satisfy curiosity.  
  As early as July 1807, while C. and A. Conrad was still publishing Lewis’s prospectus, 
Gass’s Journal appeared on bookstore shelves.111 It represented the most comprehensive account 
of the expedition and it was widely consumed. As critics have pointed out, the Journal, 
especially when compared to later editions or to the published narratives of Mackenzie, Carver, 
or Cook, has glaring deficiencies. But considering it was the only diurnal account of the entire 
journey in print before 1814, and the most widely circulated version of the early national period, 
we ought to look more carefully at the information it conveyed and how it shaped geographic 
imagination and political ideology in the early Republic.  
 It could be said—without being accused of levying a twenty-first-century response on a 
nineteenth-century text—that Gass’s Journal, as McKeehan promises in the Preface, is an easy 
read. Its two central narrative features are celerity and evenness, which propel readers rapidly 
through the pages. Early in the journey, for example, Gass routinely dispenses with the day’s 
description in a few lines: 
 Thursday [July] 5th [1804]. We proceeded on our voyage at five in the morning; 
and found the land high on the south side. We went through a large bend full of sand bars 
where we had some difficulty in passing; and encamped on the south side at a high 
prairie. 
 Friday 6th. We set out early this morning; had a fine day, and made a good day’s 
voyage; and encamped on the south side at Whipperwell creek. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
111 See Pittsburgh Gazette, July 7, 1807: GASS’S JOURNAL IS ready for delivery to subscribers; and 
FOR SALE, At the Publisher’s Book and Stationary Store, on the Diamond, in front of the Public 
Buildings, in Pittsburgh.  
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 Saturday 7th. At an early hour we proceeded on our voyage; passed a high 
handsome prairie on the north side, and killed a wolf and a large wood rat on the bank. 
The principal difference between it and the common rat is, its having hair on its tail. 
 Sunday 8th. We were underway this morning before day light. The river here is 
crooked and narrow. At one we came to a large island, with only a small stream on the 
north side which we went up. A large creek called Nadowa flows in from the north and 
on this side we encamped. 
 Monday 9th. Early this morning we continued our voyage. It rained hard will 12 
o’clock. We passed a creek on the south side, called Wolf creek. The man that was snake 
bitten is become well. We encamped on the south side. 
 Tuesday 10th. We set out early this morning and had a fair day and fair wind. 
There is a handsome prairie on the south side opposite an island. We encamped on the 
north side.112 
I do not intend to draw many comparisons between Gass and the published journals of Lewis and 
Clark throughout this discussion, but as uneventful as these days appear, things were happening 
and some of the Corps’ journal keepers exhibit a keener observation and a more able pen. Lewis 
and Clark both mention the heat and toil: “Those men that do not work at all will wet a Shirt in a 
Few minits,” writes Lewis, “& those who work, the Swet will run off in Streams.”113 The 
captains and sergeants all describe hearing the hunters’ shots on the opposite side of the island 
from where they camped, which they mistakenly interpret as a Sioux ambush (what seems, in the 
end, to be a humorous episode); and the scene on the lower Missouri is filled out with 
descriptions of wild rye and potatoes, berries, swans and goslings, pit coal and small pebbles 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
112 Gass, Journal, 20-21. 
113 Moulton, Journals, 2:262  
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lining the shore, and of course, the mosquitos. Riveting stuff! It is possible Gass had particular 
tasks that prevented him from observing many of the things his fellow chroniclers do, or maybe 
fatigue in the early stages of the journey hampered his efforts. Whatever the reason, Gass’s 
entries throughout are almost always the shortest and emptiest.  
 The daily entries also illustrate the text’s lack of verbal dexterity. Although McKeehan 
purportedly polished the manuscript, there is surprisingly little depth and variation in the 
language. The weather, which receives a good deal of attention throughout, is “fine,” “fair,” and 
“pleasant,” or when inclement, “rainy,” “snowy,” or “windy.” The landscape is “handsome” or 
“beautiful”; the rivers “handsome,” or “crooked,” and the mountains “terrible.” The repetition 
and utter flatness speed up reading, but provide little fodder for the imagination. The Corps’ 
arrival at the Great Falls of the Missouri, especially Lewis’s metaphysical description, has 
garnered considerable critical attention and represents a significant moment in the team’s 
progress. Gass, who reports being “so engaged with the boat [at one of the portage sites], that I 
had not visited the falls[,] therefore set out with one of the men today for that purpose.” His 
description follows: “I found the 2nd pitch the most beautiful, though not the highest.”114 Granted 
Gass had earlier transcribed Lewis’s measurements of each pitch of the falls, but this single 
sentence is the extent of his response. He completes the day’s entry, like any other, with the 
customary account of weather and game. In a like manner, when the Corps is finally able to see 
the Pacific Ocean, Clark displays some emotion: “Ocian in view! O! the joy!”115 A week later, 
Gass, for the first time, mentions the ocean; it is buried in a passage which readers may have 
missed completely if he (or McKeehan) had not employed a pun: Here we halted on a sand 
beach, formed a comfortable camp, and remained in full view of the ocean, at this time more 	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raging that pacific”116 Of course, as Kastor reminds us, “none of the numerous western explorers 
from Lewis and Clark’s generation made…[the] literary digressions” Lewis does. Interest in the 
traveler’s “individual feelings” and the “transformative impact” of travel emerged much later as 
critical perspectives.117 It is not just that Gass’s Journal lacks emotion, which may not have 
resonated with his readers anyway, but the even tone and the mold into which each days’ 
activities and discoveries is pressed ultimately prohibits them from distinguishing from one 
another the variety of geographic spaces through which the Corps passes. For readers the 
unvariegated verbal topography translated into a featureless physical topography in which one is 
quickly lost.  
 That sense of disorientation and spatial dissociation due in large part to the evenness of 
the narrative is heightened by Gass’s use of temporal markers. Before reaching the Mandan 
villages, time, not space as we might expect, marks the day’s passage and structures the entries.  
Tuesday [August] 28th [1804]. We set forward early. The day was pleasant, and a fair 
wind form the S. E. At 8 we halted for breakfast, when our young Indian left us to go to 
his camp at a handsome prairie, gently rising from the river on the north side; a small 
distance above which are beautiful groves of Cotton wood on both sides of the river. 
About 12 one of the periogues run against a snag which broke a hole in it. We then 
crossed to the south side to mend the periogue, and to wait to receive the Indians we 
expected; and landed a little below some high bluffs. Our camp is a wide bottom, in 
which are large elm and oak trees.118  
Nearly every entry for the first several months includes references to time: at 5 o’clock we 
embarked; at 2 o’clock we landed for dinner, the hunters came about 12. As one of the privates, 	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117 Kastor, William Clark’s World, 168-69.  
118 Gass, Journal, 31.  
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Gass was not likely responsible for, or perhaps even privy to, the day’s calculations; time was 
one way Gass could impose order on space and the Corps’ progress. But in the wilderness, where 
other rhythms—daylight, hunger, weather, distance, and encounters with people or animals—
structured the men’s daily operations, time seems arbitrary and any attempts to mark space with 
time could be misleading given the current, conditions, and course of the river. Time does not 
plot the Corps on the grid; it does not situate readers the way geographic coordinates or careful 
accounts of distance potentially could. Additionally, Gass (probably McKeehan’s editorial 
decision) only records the month on the first day of the month; therefore, readers were prone to 
lose track of calendrical time (especially when it snows in Rocky Mountains in late June), while 
losing sense of how the journey has progressed over a stretch of time. Readers who get lost in 
time have difficulty perceiving space. 
But as the Corps approaches Fort Mandan in late fall of 1804, Gass exchanges his watch 
for a log line reel—an instrument for measuring speed and distance traveled on water.119 Perhaps 
his promotion to sergeant, upon the death of Charles Floyd, came with added responsibilities for 
the intellectual and observational objectives of the expedition.120 Though it seems he cannot 
resist recording the time, Gass begins tracking the day’s progress in miles: “having this day 
advanced about 13 miles, [we] encamped on the South side”; “having this day made 8 miles, 
[we] encamped on the North side.”121 But the way Gass records distance is problematic for 
eastern land-loving readers. “The river [Missouri] here is very crooked and winding,” he writes. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
119 Silvio A. Bedini, an authority on the expedition’s scientific instruments, says that, “The log line reel, 
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run in a given period of time.” See Bedini, “The Scientific Instruments of the Lewis and Clark 
Expedition,” Great Plains Quarterly 4.1 (1984): 60. 
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“To arrive at a point only 370 yards from this place, the passage by water is twelve miles.122 
Gass records the journey’s progress, not in the familiar linear miles of the township and range 
system conceived by Jefferson, but in river miles.123 Although many Americans were 
accustomed to travel on the network of navigable rivers and canals, more than half a continent’s 
worth of “crooked and winding” river stretches the Great West to unfathomable geographic 
proportions. When Gass, for example, finally pauses to situate us at Fort Mandan, he writes, 
“This place is 1610 miles from the mouth of the river Du Bois, where we first embarked to 
proceed on the expedition.”124 In a MEMORANDUM, drawn up on the shores of the Pacific and 
inserted without comment, Gass stretches the geography even further, “Of the computed distance 
in miles to the furthest point of discovery on the Pacific ocean, from the place where the canoes 
were deposited near the head of the Missouri, which from its mouth is 3096 [miles].” The final 
calculation, including the trek across the Rockies on horseback and down the Columbia to the 
Pacific, is 4133 miles, more than double the (actual) linear distance between the two points.125 
Considering the route from the mouth of the Ohio River to New Orleans on the Mississippi was 
1072 miles, a route in Cramer’s Navigator detailed by pages of reference maps, the sheer 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
122 Ibid., 27. 
123 Zadok Cramer’s The Navigator, one of the first publications to incorporate Lewis and Clark’s 
discoveries on the Missouri and Columbia Rivers, for example, included detailed information for travelers 
on the “western” rivers (i.e., Monongahela, Alleghany, Ohio, and Mississippi). Cramer’s mileage charts 
are produced in similar fashion to those included in the Gass edition, which is no surprise given Cramer 
also printed the 1807 Gass Journal. Cramer’s Navigator included lengthy descriptions of riverine 
landscape and detailed maps of the rivers he describes. See Cramer, The Navigator: Containing 
Directions for Navigating the Monongahela, Alleghany, Ohio, and Mississippi Rivers; with an Ample 
Account of these Much Admired Waters from the Head of the Former to the Mouth of the Latter; and a 
Concise Description of their Towns, Villages, Harbors, and Settlements, &c. Pittsburgh: Zadok Cramer, 
1808. 
124 Ibid., 59 
125 Ibid., 166-67. On April 26, 1805, Gass recorded that the mouth of the Yellowstone River was “1888 
miles from the mouth of the Missouri…[and] 278 from Fort Mandan” where the Corps had camped in the 
winter and spring of 1804-05. That would put 1208 miles between the mouth of the Yellowstone, near 
present day Moran, Wyoming at the base of Yount’s Peak, to the eastern edge of the Rockies where the 
Corps deposited their canoes and commenced the journey over the Rockies on horseback. See Gass, 
Journal, 81. 
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mileage was enough to make readers dizzy.126 But the meager ratio between space and 
description made the land seem empty. Gass laments, “We have now got into a country which 
presents little to our view, but scenes of barrenness and desolation; and see no encouraging 
prospects that it will terminate.”127 
 Though Gass periodically looks back to account for how far they have come, from day to 
day readers are lost in space without any anchor. On several occasions it appears as if he is 
literally unable to describe where he is. “This was a fine and clear morning,” he writes on May 
11, 1806, “and we lay here all day.”128 Gass and the other members of Lewis’s company had 
been crisscrossing rivers for several days on the return voyage without describing any familiar 
geospatial markers that might orient readers; all he can do is call it “this place.”129 Although 
Gass occasionally includes geographic coordinates, they are too few and far between; and as one 
reviewer declares, “As it is without a map, it cannot be of very lasting importance.”130 Without a 
map, a geospatial anchor, or a reliable measuring stick, Gass Journal struggles to communicate 
the geography of the Louisiana Purchase to its eager readership.  
 Although it reproduces the dailiness (and repetitiveness) of the Corps’ operations, the 
Gass edition shapes perceptions of American geography little more than the extracts readers 
cobbled together from local newspapers. What it did convey, however, was a sense of adventure, 
which continues to characterize the expedition today. It reads somewhat like a Boy Scout 
summer camp narrative: it includes scenes of camping, hunting, fishing, and a little orienteering; 
building boats out of animal hides and canoes out of logs; whitewater rafting; some horseback 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
126 See Cramer, The Navigator, 93-125. 
127 Ibid., 91. 
128 Ibid., 212; my emphasis.  
129 Ibid., 211. At this point McKeehan inserts a long footnote with coordinates and more detailed 
geographic description that help to locate Lewis’s company’s route on the return voyage.  
130 The Monthly Anthology, and Boston Review Containing Sketches and Reports of Philosophy, Religion, 
History, June 1, 1809. 
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riding over rough terrain, where “portable soup” is the only thing to eat; a few descriptions of 
trees and edible flora; and an account of various dealings with native people, including an 
inordinate amount of description about the scarcity of the women’s clothing. The first exposure 
many Americans had to the expedition was a condensed version of the journey to the Pacific and 
back. And as Lewis’s (and then Clark’s) version seemed forever delayed, Carey’s additional 
three editions did more than just fill the gap, as many scholars have argued. Far from 
transmitting foundational maps of Manifest Destiny, however, the Gass edition left readers a 
little lost, a little disoriented, and with a vague and even terrifying sense of the western 
territories.  
Although Biddle’s task was fundamentally different than McKeehan’s, he also made editorial 
decisions that shaped the consumption of the expedition, both materially and culturally. When he 
visited Clark at Fincastle, Virginia and for the first time laid eyes on the journal notebooks and 
manuscripts from which he was to fashion a narrative, Biddle, though no documentary evidence 
exists, must have been overwhelmed.131 According to a list he submitted with the original 
documents he turned over to the American Philosophical Society in 1818, Biddle had access to 
fourteen volumes of the captains’ pocket journals; a volume of astronomical observations and 
other matter by Captain Lewis; a small copy book containing some notes by Captain Lewis; a 
rough draft of Clark’s letter to the President from St. Louis announcing the Corps’ return; and 
two statistical tables of the Indian tribes west of the Mississippi river made by Governor Clark. 
We also know Biddle had the journals of Sergeants Ordway and Gass; four manuscript maps, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
131 We do, however, know how he felt about the project later. While working on the manuscript in 
Philadelphia, Biddle initially expresses enthusiasm for the work, writing to Clark that he habitually rose 
each morning and gave “seven or eight and even ore hours a day” to the work. But according to Jackson, 
some time later “he sounded pretty discouraged.” In a letter to Edward Watts he confesses, “Dr. Barton & 
myself have undertaken to publish the papers of Capts. Lewis and Clarke, but as the chief labor falls upon 
myself, I find it excessively troublesome, & for some months past months have been obliged to devote to 
it a most persevering & undivided attention.” See Jackson, Letters, 551, 555n. 
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which Biddle calls the “preliminary [cartographic] efforts by Clark”; as well as what were later 
referred to as codices P, Q, and R, which chiefly contained the natural history portions of the 
captains’ journals.132 With the exception of the Gass Journal, everything Biddle consulted was 
rough and, as was customary, required some translation before it could be consumed.133  
Jefferson’s instructions to Lewis regarding the Corps’ method of journal keeping insured the 
discoveries and observations against loss or damage, but they also precipitated the assemblage of 
a massive and manifold archive. Biddle was at once confronted by the cacophony of the 
journalists’ voices and the temporal, perspectival, and material complexity of their field notes, 
notebook journals, and graphic manuscripts. To transform these documents into a sellable 
commodity—an ambitious project from the beginning—his task was necessarily one of selection 
and fusion, not uncut compilation or supplementation as McKeehan’s had been. Biddle’s 
editorial decisions compromise readers’ ability to locate themselves or to image expedition 
geography. As a result of the way Biddle translated the West, the nineteenth-century’s only 
“authorized” account faded quickly into obscurity.  
In an early review of Biddle’s History the author describes a reading public familiar with 
both the conventions and deficiencies of travel and exploration narratives:  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
132 See Lester J. Cappon, “Who Is the Author,” 259-260. See also Moulton, Journals, 2:531-532; and 
Jackson, Letters, 551; and Cutright, History, 60n. Biddle’s conversations with Clark at Fincastle and with 
Private George Shannon in Philadelphia, in addition to his own research on such subjects as Native 
Americans, “resulted in a considerable fund of information” that was not in the original manuscripts. His 
curiosity, evidence of which is well preserved in the notes he took in the journals, had already begun to 
shape the material form of the published account. See Cutright, History, 59-60. For another account of the 
journal-keeping procedures and the resources Biddle consulted, see the Preface to the 1814 edition and 
Coues’s 1893 reprint of the History (xiii-xiv). For a full account of post-expeditionary maps, especially 
Clark’s manuscript maps, see Moulton, Journals, 1:12. 
133 Lewis and Clark’s original field notes and notebook journals are messy to say the least, and evince the 
conditions and method of journal keeping that cannot be sufficiently transcribed in published form. The 
journals often include multiple entries on the same page, sketches, and doodles, which cannot be 
reproduced in typographic form. For a comprehensive discussion of the journal-keeping methods, 
including a description of the contents of each of the codices, see Moulton, Journals, 2:8-34.  
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[They] regard most books of travels with a favorable eye—but expeditions into 
unexplored regions excite particular attention, and kindness. Thrown into new, and 
difficult circumstances, undergoing perils and privations, in the cause of knowledge, the 
errours of the traveler when he becomes the writer of his own labors, receive a 
forbearance which is shewn to no other author.134  
In this reviewer’s opinion, which contrasts with the reviewers above who expected a balance of 
amusement and information, readers are willing to endure the clumsiness of the traveler’s 
narrative in pursuit of knowledge. But “the volumes before us,” continues the reviewer, “bring 
with them no such recommendation.” After berating Paul Allen, who “had no part in the 
expedition,” and who is a mere “interloper, who wishes to share in the merits of the enterprise 
without participating at all, in the difficulties attending it,”135 and criticizing Jefferson, who 
secured government funding for the expedition, for letting this “national work” (italics in 
original) fall into Allen’s hands, the reviewer identifies his primary criticism: 
The design of this tour is fully stated in the instructions given to Captain Lewis, by Mr. 
Jefferson, and are pompously displayed in what is called a Life of Lewis, prefixed it 
would seem, by accident to these volumes. But had we not seen these instructions, there 
would have been considerable difficulty in defining the intention, from the book 
itself…The mere detail of the distance traveled in a day—how many Deer or Buffaloe 
were killed; when it rained, or when the sun shone, may all be very important to the 
traveler. But the reader is principally interested with descriptions of objects in natural 
history. These are to travels what episodes are to Poetry, and should be skilfully arranged 
by an author so as to revive the drooping attention…This book though much too long—	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
134 The Stranger, a Literary Paper, 9 April 1814, 321-22. 
135 Allen’s was the only name to appear on the title page, so presumably the reviewer has no knowledge 
of Biddle’s role in the compilation of the History.  
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offers few facts which have not been presented to the publick, some time since, by Mr. 
Gass. It is composed on a plan which though it makes prolixity unavoidable, might have 
rendered it less uninteresting. 
In all fairness to Biddle, the shape of the narrative had much to do with his expectation that 
Benjamin Smith Barton would publish the third volume on natural history. But even without the 
scientific assessment many readers had anticipated, surely the Corps’ other activities were 
enough to render the narrative less tiresome. McKeehan, after all, seemed to have the formula for 
entertainment. The History’s “tediousness,” the reviewer suggests, is due in part to the lack of 
“opportunities for observation” along the route, which leave its “minute and curious productions 
wholly unnoticed.”136 In other words, readers wanted a good look around in the West; they 
wanted both context and contour, but are left instead with an overwrought paraphrase of largely 
mundane operational activities nearly undifferentiated and undistinguishable from the next. 
Biddle’s narrative reconstruction of the expedition, not unlike Gass’s Journal, reads more like a 
discursive strip map of riverine topography abstracted from the bigger picture of continental 
geography.  
 Biddle removes many traces of the Corps’ tireless efforts to map the terrain and to situate 
themselves geospatially. Despite Clark’s cartographic work, which constitutes both the bulk of 
his journalistic output and his post-expeditionary efforts, Biddle never mentions the map he 
labored to construct and send to Jefferson from Fort Mandan during the winter and early spring 
of 1805. In his journal entry for Saturday, January 5, 1805, Clark writes, “I imploy my Self 
drawing a Connection of the Countrey from what information I have recved—.”137 Clark’s 1805 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
136 The Stranger, a Literary Paper, 9 April 1814, 321-22. 
137 Moulton, Journals, 268. While I do not intend this discussion to be a comparison of the History and 
the original journals, I employ them here, not to make any judgments about the History’s accuracy or 
fidelity to the original, but to evaluate the editorial decisions that shaped readers’ evaluations.  
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map, which Lewis submitted with his report to Jefferson dated April 7, 1805, was the President’s 
primary piece of evidence that the Corps of Discovery was acting in compliance with his 
instructions to “explore the river Missouri…[and] to seek the best water communication thence 
to the Pacific ocean.” Jefferson read from Clark’s note about the map, which he presented to both 
houses of Congress: “During his stay among the Mandans, he had been able to lay down the 
Missouri according to courses and distances taken on his passage up it, corrected by frequent 
observations of longitude and latitude; and to add to the actual survey of this portion of the river, 
a general map of the country between the Missisipi and Pacific, from the 34th to the 54th degrees 
of Latitude.”138 Biddle omits the passage entirely and selects in its place a description of the 
“buffalo dance,” a sexually explicit native ritual, which he sanitizes for his readers by rendering 
it in Latin. Biddle translates all of Clark’s reconnaissance and surveying, his measurements, 
celestial observations, and preliminary sketches which pervade the manuscript journals as simply 
an accumulation of distances and geographical coordinates that are in fact uncoordinated without 
mention of Clark’s ultimate objective: the production of a map of previously unknown western 
terrain, which Brückner calls the “bureaucratic blueprint for what would follow: other 
expeditions, more detailed accounts, the Indian removal policy, the Homestead Acts, the violent 
encounter with and erasure of the Native American population.”139  
Describing the “Connection of the Countrey” was one of the central objectives of the 
expedition that Biddle failed to communicate to his readers. Lewis and Clark carried, filled in, 
and corrected the Nicholas King map—a manuscript composite of several North American maps 
and charts commissioned by Secretary of the Treasury Albert Gallatin—not only to depict new 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
138 Brückner, Geographic Revolution, 205-06; also cited in Jackson, Letters, 298-99.  
139 Brückner, Geographic Revolution, 206.  
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western geography, but also to connect known to unknown.140 In the course of his journal 
keeping, Clark pauses now and again, perhaps when weather and/or river conditions permit to 
situate himself, to describe the Corps’ course and progress in terms of distance and latitude. 
Clark’s entry for August 17, 1804 reads: 
a fine morning   Wind from the S. E.   I will here annex the Lands & Distances of the 
Different notable places from the River Dubois or Mouth up:  
 
miles by water 
To St. Charles Village on the N. side 21  in Latitude 38° 54’ 39” North 
“    the mouth of the Gascondade S.      do 104  “     do 38 44 35 “ 
“    the mouth of the Great Osage S.       “ 138  “     do 38 31   6 “ 
“    mo. of Mine River S.     “ 201       
“    the mo. of the 2 Charitons R: N.     “ 226       
“    the mo. of the Grand River on the N. side  
254 
      
“    just above the old Missouries Village  in Latitude 38° 47 54 North 
“    the mo: of the Kanzies River S. Sd. 366   “     do 39 5 25 “ 
“    the [Pt?]: above the Dimont Island—   “     do 39 9 38 “ 
“    Creek Independance below the place 
where the Kanzes had their 2d Village 
S. S.   
 
433 
  
“     do 
 
39 
 
25 
 
42 
 
 
“ 
“    the Mo. of Nodawa River N. S. 481  “     do 39 39 22 “ 
“    the mo: of Grand Ne ma har R. S. S. 511  “     do 39 55 58 “ 
“    Isd. Opsd. The Bald Pated Prairie N. S. 570  “     do 40 25    7 “ 
“    the Mo: of River Platt S. S. 632       
“    the White Catfish Camp 10 Ms. abov— 642  “     do 41     3 19 “ 
“    Council Bluff (with the Ottoes) S. S.  682  “     do 41 17 — “ 
“    Mo. of the Little Siouex River N. S. 766  “     do 41 42 34 “ 
“    Camp Opsd. The Mahars Village S. S. 864  “     do 42 13 41 “ 
  
The Longitudes are not yet Calculated, We must be at this time about 99° 45’ 00” West 
of Greenwich.141 
 
By Clark’s calculations, the Corps had traveled 864 miles by water to near present day Sioux 
City, Iowa, which would have been difficult to translate into linear distance, but as I argue earlier 
river navigation was a familiar enough mode of transportation and Clark provides adequate detail 
for geoliterate readers to get an approximate sense of their location. In this entry Clark pulls back 
from the description of immediate local geography to describe the bigger picture, connecting 
readers as by surveyor’s chain to a familiar frontier site, the expedition’s starting point above St. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
140 For more on the King map and the maps he consulted, see Beckham, LLCE, 39-40. 
141 Moulton, Journals, 2:486-87.  
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Louis. Although the field notes and notebook journals were never intended for publication in 
their original form, the journalists, particularly the captains, and especially when it came to the 
survey of land and water, had to be able to communicate these details, first to themselves for 
future reference (Lewis, it was assumed, would compile the journals for publication), and 
secondly to others, like Jefferson and his political advisers, for diplomatic purposes. The 
Captains, especially Clark, saved no labors to observe and record these details. Stopping to look 
back at how far the Corps has come is a kind of anchoring device Clark employs to orient the 
Corps and to account for the terrain they have covered. Biddle, however, opts not to include this 
(or any other) table of distances and despite the captains’ overwhelming attention to geographic 
coordinates, calculations, and cartographic production, the History seldom provides concrete 
detail about the Corps’ whereabouts.142 Thus, readers’ sense of location and geographic context 
quickly dissipates.143 
Robert Lawson-Peebles suggests that Lewis and Clark “placed the greatest importance on 
their journals and took immense care to evolve a form which would accurately reflect the 
terrain.” The journal form they developed privileged the “Course Distance & references of each 
day first and remks after.” But the conventions of the expedition narrative completely effaced 
what the captains deemed most important. If their journaling method was intended to “push the 
writing as close as possible to the face of the country,” and therefore produce descriptions of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
142 Biddle, for example, omits the journal writers’ efforts to plot the Corps on the grid at Fort Mandan and 
Fort Clatsop, whereas Gass, although he often provides information about distance that is difficult to 
interpret linearly, records how far the men have come at both places. Gass, Journal, 59, 166-67. I think 
this is a good example of McKeehan and Zadok Cramer (author of The Navigator) understanding the 
readers of travel and exploration narratives better than Biddle. 
143 As Moulton reminds us, “There are usually two parts to each journal entry by Lewis or Clark. One is a 
narrative text describing the day’s events; the other gives the course of travel and distance covered for the 
day, which the captains usually called ‘courses, distances, and references.’” See Moulton, Journals 2:49. 
Biddle completely omits these tables as they were originally transcribed, and collapses the two entry parts 
into one narrative whole, effectively erasing an important method of spatial orientation from the record. 
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land and geography they could communicate to themselves and others, readers of the History got 
something else entirely.144 That something else is a dizzying series of seemingly interchangeable 
geographies. To provide a sense of how this works, I quote at length: 
June 19 [1804]—the oars being finished, we proceeded under a gentle breeze by 
two large and some smaller islands. The sandbars are so numerous and so bad, that at one 
place we were forced to clear away the driftwood in order to pass: the water too was so 
rapid that we were under the necessity of towing the boat for half a mile round a point of 
rocks on the south side. We passed two creeks, one called Tiger creek on the north, 
twenty-five yards wide at the extremity of a large island called Panther Island: the other 
Tabo creek on the south, fifteen yards wide. Along the shores are gooseberries and 
raspberries in great abundance. At the distance of seventeen and a half miles we 
encamped on the south, near a lake about two miles from the river and several in 
circumference and much frequented by deer and all kinds of fowls. On the north the land 
is higher and better calculated for farms than that on the south, which ascends more 
gradually, but is still rich and pleasant. The mosquitoes and other animals are so 
troublesome that mosquito biers or nets were distributed to the party. The next morning 
we passed a large island, opposite to which on the north is a large and beautiful prairie, 
called Sauk prairie, the land being fine and well timbered on both sides of the river. 
Pelicans were seen to-day. We made six and three quarter miles, and encamped at the 
lower point of a small island, along the north side of which we proceeded the next day, 
June 21st…145 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
144 See Robert Lawson-Peebles, Landscape and Written Expression in Revolutionary America: The World 
Turned Upside Down (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 199. 
145 Biddle, History, 1:52. We can see here how Biddle manages the courses, distances, and references. 
Rarely do we get any geographical coordinates to orient us. I have selected this and the following 
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This passage is full of geospatial descriptors—cardinal directions, distances and times, places 
and place-names, native flora and fauna—and employs the language of geometry 
(“circumference”), movement (“we proceeded,” “we passed,” “we encamped”), and reference 
(“opposite to,” “along the shores,” “on both sides of”). When isolated from the narrative, 
Biddle’s translation for these two days seems adequate, even to the point of being able to 
produce a tolerably clear mental image of the Missouri landscape. But this and nearly every other 
description of expedition terrain (excepting, of course, winters at Fort Mandan and Fort Clatsop, 
and noteworthy natural features like the great falls of the Missouri) could be swapped or 
removed without compromising narrative cohesion or altering in any significant way the 
presentation of western geography. The same descriptive markers and language are employed in 
this passage over a month later: 
July 27 [1804]—Having completed the object of our stay, we set sail, with a 
pleasant breeze from the N. W. The two horses swam over to the southern shore, along 
which we went, passing by an island at three and a half miles, formed by a pond, fed by 
springs: three miles further is a large sand island, in the middle of the river; the land on 
the south being high, and covered with timber; that on the north a high prairie. At ten and 
a half miles from our encampment, we saw and examined a curious collection of graves 
or mounds, on the south side of the river. Not far from a low piece of land and a pond, is 
a tract of about two hundred acres in circumference, which is covered with mounds of 
different heights, shapes, and sizes: some of sand, and some of both earth and sand; the 
largest being nearest the river. These mounds indicate the position of the ancient village 
of the Ottoes, before they retired to the protection of the Pawnees. After making fifteen 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
passages from History almost at random to suggest that the descriptions contained in each entry are 
interchangeable. I quote at such length, without any omissions, to make it clear that I have not simply 
selected specific details of passages germane to my point.  
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miles, we encamped on the south, on the bank of a high handsome prairie, with lofty 
cottonwood in groves, near the river.146 
Although this entry is differentiated from the former by the discovery of the Indian burial 
ground, it provides no sense of specific geographical place and could easily be exchanged for 
another passage. The winding course of the Missouri produces a disorienting sense of déjà vu 
and renders space and distance nearly incommunicable to readers. The Corps seems at once both 
stationary and mobile.   
Lest we think this kind of description is only the product of regional similarities in 
landscape, we should look at a much later passage. In the spring of 1805, the Corps departed Fort 
Mandan and proceeded on their way to the sources of the Missouri River in present-day 
Montana. Biddle’s version of Tuesday, April 9, 1805 reads: 
We set off as soon as it was light, and proceeded five miles to breakfast, passing a low 
ground on the south, covered with groves of cottonwood timber. At the distance of six 
miles, we reached on the north a hunting camp of Minnetarees consisting of thirty lodges, 
and built in the usual form of earth and timber. Two miles and a quarter farther, comes in 
on the same side Miry creek, a small stream about ten yard wide, which, rising in some 
lakes near the Mouse river, passes through beautiful level fertile plains without timber in 
a direction nearly southwest; the banks neat its entrance being steep, and rugged on both 
sides of the Missouri. Three miles above this creek we came to a hunting party of 
Minnetarees, who had prepared a park or inclosure and were waiting the return of the 
antelope: this animal, which in the autumn retires for food and shelter to the Black 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
146 Ibid., 74.  
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mountains during the winter, recross the river at this season of the year, and spread 
themselves through the plains on the north of the Missouri…147 
The only thing that differentiates this passage from the previous two is the presence of the 
Minnetarees. However, since early nineteenth-century readers had little sense of Indian nations 
west of the Mississippi, references to specific native groups are not reliable geographical markers 
and this passage bleeds into the rest. The same can be said even for passages along the Columbia 
River with its markedly different topographic and hydrographic terrain: 
 Tuesday [October] 22 [1805]—The morning was fair and calm. We left our camp 
at nine o’clock, and after going on for six miles came to the head of an island, and a very 
bad rapid where the rocks are scattered nearly across the river. Just above this and on the 
right side are six huts of Indians. At the distance of two miles below, are five more huts; 
the inhabitants of which are all engaged in drying fish, and some of them in their canoes 
killing fish with gigs; opposite to this establishment is a small island in a bend toward the 
right, on which there were such quantities of fish that we counted twenty sacks of dried 
and pounded salmon. This small island is at the upper point of one much larger, the sides 
of which are high uneven rocks, jutting over the water: here there is a bad rapid. The 
island continues for four miles, and at the middle of it is a large river, which appears to 
come from the southeast, and empties itself on the left. We landed just above its mouth in 
order to examine it, and soon found the route intercepted by a deep narrow channel 
running into the Columbia above the large entrance, so as to form a dry and rich island 
about 400 yards long and eight hundred long…148 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
147 Ibid., 243.  
148 Ibid., 2:209-210.  
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The only marker distinguishing this entry from the previous passages, aside from the name of the 
river, is the salmon. There is no indication in the narrative that the experience of these radically 
diverse geographic regions—the Midwest, the Rocky Mountains, and the Pacific Northwest—is 
any different. Despite the fact that the Corps, as Brückner reminds us, had reached the extent of 
known North American geography at Fort Mandan and “plunged into the unknown at the risk of 
compromising its geodetic identity,” Biddle’s narrative is seamless and homogeneous; it registers 
none of the geographic disorientation and disruption of the Corps’ narrative task as “recourse to 
a geographical lexicon or mode of representation by which to decipher the Mandans’ and 
Hidatsas’ thick descriptions of the land” evaporated.149 As these few entries demonstrate, the 
History’s geographies are slippery and virtually interchangeable, not just at the local level, but 
regionally and continentally. The collective effect of these descriptions is ultimately utter 
disorientation. Readers have no spatial anchor or referent to rely on and their individual 
cognitive reconstructions of North American geography can therefore only be multiple, 
disarticulated, and disorganized.  
 As the reviewer in The Stranger points out, reading the History may have caused one’s 
attention to “droop.” Perhaps the repetition of seemingly indistinguishable landscapes and the 
feeling of being lost in space produced in readers an incurable inattention. A reviewer for The 
Western Gleaner writes, “There is, indeed, nothing in the work that can excite wonder and 
astonishment, or carry along the reader by the charm of an increasing interest. The scenes of the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
149 See Brückner, Geographical Revolution, 227. Brückner mentions, “it was no wonder…that Lewis and 
Clark got lost in space. Having meshed Native American geographic texts with those prepared by the 
American government, their literary pursuit fell into complete disarray. Once the expedition started its 
second leg toward the Pacific by following the neatly transcribed native instructions, Lewis and Clark 
quickly realized they were traveling, in Western conceptions of space, a road to nowhere” (226). To this 
point, Lewis and Clark had been referring to King’s 1803 composite map for what guidance it could 
provide. Fort Mandan was the extent of their geographic knowledge of the continent and where King’s 
map and Clark spent much of the winter consulting native informants about the terrain they would 
encounter as they proceeded and the route they should take. See ibid., 218-231. 
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wilderness are cheerless and monotonous, as those of savage life are more or less uniform.”150 
We must consider the very real possibility that readers did not finish the History, and indeed may 
have only been able to endure the narrative for a few pages at a time, if at all. Reading Biddle’s 
version of the expedition, especially when compared to the Gass edition, can be as punishing as 
the journey itself. Even favorable reviews expressed considerable dismay about the profusion of 
detail: “[readers] might have wished the suppression of many details which are equally lost for 
our information and entertainment.”151 The brief passages cited above not only illustrate the 
argument I am making about the interchangeability of expedition geographies, they also perform 
in miniature the general pitch and pace of the narrative, which may have been unendurable for 
readers. McKeehan claims to have known better. In his rejoinder to Lewis he writes, “and yet 
strange as it may appear to such a phenomenon in literature as Your Excellency, I am of opinion 
that [Gass’s Journal] will be more interesting and useful to readers generally than the volume of 
your work.” He continues, 
[Gass] may in some respects be considered as having the advantage; for while your 
Excellency was star-gazing, and taking celestial observations, he was taking observations 
in the world below. If Mr. Gass and the publisher of his journal can lead their readers 
along the rout of the expedition and make them acquainted with those things which were 
the objects of the external scenes, and as they appeared to those scenes, the greater 
number will be willing to dispense with “scientific research.”152 
The scientific assessment aside, which never appeared in the Biddle edition anyway, the pace of 
the narration makes the land seem interminable. Whereas the unaffected narration of Gass’s 
Journal condenses continental space, Biddle faithfully reproduces the enormity and availability 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
150 The Western Gleaner, May 1, 1814. 
151 Ibid. 
152 Jackson, Letters, 405. 
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of North American geography; ironically, however, he depicted endlessly indistinguishable and 
unincorporable terrain, and the feeling of disorientation, loss, and deprivation that compromised 
new conceptions of U.S. space after the Louisiana Purchase. Far from signaling an unambivalent 
call for Manifest Destiny, then, the reception of the History engendered a contraction of 
geographical imagining that in turn foregrounded fixed local geographies and revised popular 
mythology about continental expansion. 
Reviews of the Biddle edition featured in American periodicals during the summer of 
1814 often featured lengthy extracts, which took the place of the History for those unwilling or 
unable (for various reasons) to read it. While some, like the review in the Western Gleaner, 
summarized the expedition and laid out its contributions, others merely reproduced the most 
dramatic and exciting moments of the expedition: near fatal encounters with Grizzly bears, the 
“sublime spectacle” of the Great Falls of the Missouri, and Indian methods of hunting buffalo.153 
While not the everyday stuff of the journey, these adventurous episodes collectively took the 
place of the more scientific and diplomatic objectives of the expedition in American popular 
consciousness. They contain little, if any, geographic content or descriptions of the new land, yet 
they provide a general and popular sense of the expedition that has persisted for over two 
centuries: a courageous and heroic trek to the “sources of the Missouri, thence across the Rocky 
Mountains and down the River Columbia to the Pacific Ocean,” just as the title suggests. 
 But as Peter Kastor argues, communicating the expedition’s discoveries was always a 
multimedia project.154 Jefferson, for example, distributed a copy of Clark’s 1805 map to 
Congress as evidence of the Corps’ progress; Carey inserted six illustrations in his editions of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
153 “Brown Bear of the Missouri,” in National Aegis (Worcester, MA), 21 June 1815 and The New-York 
Weekly Museum (NY), 5 August 1815. For excerpts on the Great Falls, see Merrimack Intelligencer 
(Haverhill, MA), 5 October 1816 and The Farmers’ Cabinet (Amherst, MA), 12 October 1816. For 
excerpts on Native American hunting methods, see The Farmers’ Cabinet (Amherst, NH), 27 May 1820.   
154 Kastor, William Clark’s World, 165.  
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Gass’s Journal; and a few of the “apocryphal” editions featured both maps and illustrations.155 
These visual accounts, especially when they were published separately or inserted in newspapers 
and periodicals, made the expedition available to a wide circle of Americans across all spectrums 
of literate capacity.156 If the verbal portion of the History failed to provide readers an image of 
new western geographies, then surely the map must have.157 Clark’s manuscript map of 1810, 
redrawn by Samuel Lewis for the Biddle edition, has long been considered one of the most 
important American maps ever produced. John Logan Allen points to its revision of American 
geographical lore, suggesting that in “Clark’s published map may be seen the general accuracy 
and character of the new images of the Northwest and the contrast between those views and the 
ones held prior to the successful completion of the bulk of the expedition’s objectives.”158 That 
the map stands up well to modern cartographic representations is a testament to Clark’s skill as a 
mapmaker. However, if map use can be understood as the process of transcribing the physical 
map back into a mental picture of reality, then I would argue that the History and its map blurred 
rather than clarified readers’ pictures of the West and potential U.S. geographies.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
155 For an account of Jefferson’s message to Congress, see ibid., 204-205. 
156 I do not wish to conflate the reading practices of verbal and visual texts, particularly cartographic texts. 
Though much can be said of maps’ rhetorical qualities, they require a different kind of literacy and their 
meaning is never self-evident. Christian Jacob argues that, “the perception of a map is never a purely 
visual operation, but…it mobilizes the workings of the imagination, relies on preexisting knowledge, and 
uses references that serve to frame and organize the vision.” See Jacob, The Sovereign Map, 32. The 
combination of verbal and visual texts, together with readers’ interpretive and literate capacities, 
multiplied the meanings of the expedition and conceptions of the geography the Corps labored to 
describe. 
157 As far as I can tell only two other early editions included maps. A map of the West appeared in the 
1810 French edition of Patrick Gass’s Journal, but this was representative of Antoine Soulard’s map of 
1795 (a map Lewis and Clark carried on their journey), which showed little influence of the expedition. 
The only other early text that circulated in the United States to carry a map was Lester’s, The Travels of 
Capts. Lewis & Clarke. Titled a “Map of the Country inhabited by the Western tribes of Indians,” 
Lester’s map is nearly an exact copy of Samuel Lewis’s “Louisiana,” prepared for Aaron Arrowsmith’s A 
New and Elegant General Atlas of North America (1804). 
158 Allen, Passage, 382. For a fuller account of North American geographical lore and images of the 
Northwest up to 1803, see Allen, Passage, 1-108. 
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 Its published title, “A Map of Lewis and Clark’s Track” (fig. 1.6), which differs from the 
title Clark gave his master map, suggests that it was intended to clearly demarcate the route taken 
by the explorers, that upon consultation readers could quickly confirm or easily construct a 
mental image of the expedition.159 But its value as a graphic index to the Corps’ movement in 
space is compromised by the ambition of the manuscript map as well as the changes in framing 
and scale made to it for publication. By the time Clark sent the manuscript to Samuel Lewis in 
December of 1810, he had been working on the map for seven years. It was a large map (73 x 
129 cm) and crowded with detail. Clark, of course, consulted his own preliminary sketches and 
field notes, including his careful recording coordinates that enabled him to compare his work to 
the other maps he would consult. And, as superintendent of Indian affairs of Louisiana Territory, 
he was also “in a position to acquire information from all those explorers, traders, and trappers 
who began to pass through his office on their way to or from the West.”160 The “route map” 
inserted in the Biddle edition does not do justice to Clark’s cartographic work, nor does it have 
the same narrative effect later route maps would have; but in the end, financial and material 
constraints required Biddle (or Lewis) to make some decisions about its final published form. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
159 Clark’s manuscript map is titled “Map of part of the Continent of North America.” See 
http://www.wdl.org/en/item/3057/ 
160 For Allen’s account of Clark’s informants, including Zebulon Pike, John Colter, Manuel Lisa, and 
others, see Allen, Passage, 376-382; quote on 376. See also Kastor, William Clark’s World, 14-24 and 
164-166. Although Kastor uses the map convincingly to introduce his discussion of the technical 
production of books and maps in the early American Republic and the “mechanics of publishing western 
landscape description,” and although he describe its conventional form, he does not theorize its 
interpretation and use by readers. 
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Figure 1.6   Samuel Lewis’s copy of Clark’s 1810 manuscript. Published in 1814 with the Biddle’s 
History of the Expedition (Philadelphia). 
 
To make it suitable as a foldout map for the History, which also shaped its consumption as a 
sheet map, Samuel Lewis cropped it. When it was reproduced at this scale and in this form, the 
map was difficult to decipher; readers attempting to retrace the route were likely to get lost once 
the Missouri and its tributary systems enter the Rocky Mountains. More importantly, the map 
fails to provide readers in unfamiliar territory a much needed geospatial anchor. In its published 
form the map’s frame produced a jarringly unfamiliar version of North American geography for 
nineteenth-century readers with St. Louis, a nearly imperceptible toponym, in the bottom right 
corner as its geographic referent—hardly a recognizable starting point for nineteenth-century 
map users who were accustomed to national images that included the Atlantic Ocean; yet the 
roughly diagonal course of the Missouri, running northwest to southeast, draws the viewer’s gaze 
naturally to that point. James Ronda argues that, “In the largest sense the 1814 map is Manifest 
Destiny visualized.”161 As a result of its framing, however, the map makes no gesture of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
161 Ronda, Finding the West, 55. 
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connecting familiar and unfamiliar as part of a cohesive national unit. It is an image of a 
geographic region not yet recognized as regional.  
The effect of this image on American geographical consciousness can best be recognized 
when compared with other maps circulating at the time of publication. The discoveries and 
images presented in the Biddle edition surfaced in 1814 amid a national geopolitical crises and 
war with Great Britain and at a time when the market was saturated with geography texts. 
Bookstores and libraries in the early national period became dispensaries of geographic and 
cartographic knowledge; in fact, it is difficult to find one that did not carry the most recent atlas, 
geography textbook, map, or almanac. By 1814, Benjamin Workman’s enormously popular 
Elements of Geography had reached its 15th edition, Jedidiah Morse’s Geography Made Easy 
was in its 17th edition, Zadok Cramer published the 8th edition of The Navigator, and John 
Melish, the period’s most celebrated American cartographer and publisher of geographic texts 
had just published three landmark books, Travels in the United States of America (1812), A 
Military and Topographical Atlas of the United States (1813), and A Description of the Roads in 
the United States (1814). All of these popular texts, and many others, contributed in one way or 
another, either discursively or graphically, to Americans’ conceptions of national and global 
space.162 
If a single cartographic image of the United States emerged from the cacophony and 
dominated the cultural and visual field, the one reproduced in Mathew Carey’s American Pocket 
Atlas, in its 4th edition by 1814, provides a typical example (fig. 1.7). Originally executed by 
Philadelphia mapmaker, Samuel Lewis for the 1805 edition of the Pocket Atlas, this version of 
national geography, updated in 1809 and published separately as A Map of the United States: 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
162 For a more complete account of circulating geographical texts, see, for example, Walter W. Ristow, 
American Maps and Mapmakers: Commercial Cartography in the Nineteenth Century (Detroit: Wayne 
State University Press, 1985), 61-168 and 179-206. 
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Compiled Chiefly from the State Maps and other Authentic Information, was later included by 
Carey, Lewis’s first employer, in the 1813 and 1814 editions and a number of his other 
geographic publications, some of the nineteenth-century’s bestsellers: Carey’s American Atlas, 
Carey’s General Atlas, etc.163 J. B. Harley points out that, “Carey became a master in the art of 
repackaging the same maps for reissue in several of his publications. A set of atlas maps could 
thus be bound throughout the text of [Guthrie’s] Geography or, if the customer preferred it, be 
brought together in a separately bound atlas; the same maps also appeared in Carey’s other 
atlases which, moreover, ran into more than one edition.”164 Thus, this image of the United 
States, a tightly framed and neatly demarcated version of geography east of the Mississippi, 
appeared in several different forms—from elaborate folio editions and inexpensive pocket 
versions to sheet maps—in locations across the nation for many years. Eight years after Lewis 
and Clark had landed at St. Louis and claimed the vast western territory for the United States, 
this bounded, prepackaged version of national space persisted in American consciousness.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
163 The map included in the 1814 edition (fig. 1.8) includes the state of Louisiana, but has an even tighter 
frame than the 1805 map; the neatline just includes the 95th meridian, whereas the 1805 version included 
everything (mostly blank space) up to the 100th meridian. Up until the 1805 edition, the Pocket Atlas had 
only included individual state maps; this represented Carey’s first attempt at marketing national cohesion.  
164 J. Brian Harley, “Atlas Maker for Independent America,” Geographical Magazine (London) 49 (Sept. 
1977): 767. See also Ristow, American Maps and Mapmakers, 153. 
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Figure 1.7. Map of the United States in Mathew Carey’s American Pocket Atlas (Philadelphia, 1814). 
 
Despite the persistence of this cartographic image, scholars routinely point to other maps 
that they claim register the expedition’s geographic discoveries, which in turn shaped 
Americans’ geographic consciousness in new and dramatic ways. Chief among them is John 
Melish’s Map of the United States with the Contiguous British and Spanish Possessions, 
published in 1816 (fig. 1.8).165 Perhaps the single most celebrated map of the nineteenth century, 
Melish’s map is an imaginative and ambitious reapportionment of North American geography 
that includes the new geographic information Clark’s map communicated. For the first time in 
American cartography, Melish represented the United States as a continental presence and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
165 Kastor, William Clark’s World, 208-213. Paul E. Cohen treats the Melish map as a natural extension of 
the Lewis and Clark expedition. See Cohen, Mapping the West: America’s Westward Movement 1524-
1890 (New York: Rizzoli, 2002), 74-104. 
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claimed for the nation an imperial status with North American possessions equal to those of 
Britain and Spain, a colonial presence Melish downplays and deemphasizes by cutting them off 
at the 53rd and 23rd parallels, respectively. As a large wall map (89 x 144 cm), its size raises the 
image to an iconic level, but insufficient western data (despite the advertisements’ impressive 
claims that it “combines in one interesting view the united researches of Pike, Lewis and Clark, 
and Humboldt”) mapped at this scale looks incomplete and renders U.S. claims to the territory 
west of the Mississippi premature and indefinite.166  
 
Figure 1.8  John Melish, Map of the United States with the Contiguous British & Spanish Possessions. Philadelphia, 
1816. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
166 See for example, The Columbian (NY), 9 May 1816; The American Beacon and Commercial Diary 
(Norfolk, VA), 12 June 1817. 
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As Christian Jacob reminds us, we should carefully account for the politics of any map’s 
preservation both materially and ideologically.167 The Melish map, like popular histories of the 
Lewis and Clark expedition, tells a story of continental destiny Americans like to tell; one that is, 
however, abstracted from its historical context. This is the first map in the history of American 
cartography in which a recognizably modern image of the nation emerges from the haze of 
European territorial claims. Perhaps for this reason alone, the map has received more critical 
attention than other maps of the era, regardless of its function in political history or public 
consciousness. We need to be careful not to think of this as a reflection of common geographic 
consciousness; it is an argument made by a single mapmaker with a history of ambitious national 
works depicting fantasies of geopolitical order, cohesion, connectivity, and national economy.168 
Even while the 1816 map (and the other versions that followed through 1822) was circulating 
there were many other maps that registered ambivalence, rather than confidence about this space 
and the shape of the nation that was yet to be determined. Melish himself produced less 
expensive and less ambitious maps similar to those drawn by Lewis for Carey’s Pocket Atlas, 
like the map of the United States featured in Carey’s School Atlas published in 1820 (fig. 1.9). 
Although there is not room here to describe the relationships between these maps, or between the 
cartographers who produced them and the financial, political, or technical constraints on their 
productions, it should be clear that ideas about the shape and size of the nation varied widely. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
167 See Christian Jacob, The Sovereign Map, 34. One reason why this map has been preserved is its sturdy 
construction. The map, originally priced at $10 for subscribers and “considerably more for non-
subscribers,” was mounted on linen and folded into a slipcase with leather binding resembling a book. 
Although the map could be displayed as a wall map, the slipcase suggests that it was valued and stored 
carefully. For this reason many of the Melish maps have survived and are in good condition. See The 
Columbian (NY), 9 May 1816; and The American Beacon and Commercial Diary (Norfolk, VA), 12 June 
1817. 
168 Melish had already made similar verbal and graphic arguments about North American geography and 
cartographic image. See John Rennie Short, Representing the Republic: Mapping the United States 1600-
1900 (London: Reaktion Books, 2001), 127-143. 
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The baseline of that discussion, however, was the area already encompassed by the collective 
territorial boundaries of the states, and there is evidence to suggest that this image persisted in 
American consciousness despite cartographic fantasies of U.S. empire. 
 
Figure 1.9   United States in Carey’s School Atlas. Philadelphia, 1820. David Rumsey Collection 
 
Coda: Recycling Lewis and Clark 
 If the pitiful circumstances of the History’s publication limited the exposure of “Lewis 
and Clark” in the early Republic, readers were soon acquainted with many of their discoveries 
and descriptions, albeit in disguise. For example, scholars have worked backwards from James 
Fennimore Cooper’s Leatherstocking Tales to his probable major sources, including Biddle’s 
History, the most comprehensive account of the century. Cooper’s novels, which circulated 
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widely in many forms and were immensely popular during the nineteenth century, achieved a 
striking verisimilitude despite Cooper’s lack of personal contact with the west and its native 
populations.169 By the time Cooper’s novels were published, the Old West and prairie settings 
had likely been incorporated, in one form or another, into Americans’ geographical imaginations 
and already emptied of native inhabitants. The spaces in Cooper’s novels, although not 
intimately known to most Americans, were imagined to have a deep national history, thus 
consumers read Cooper’s borrowings onto a very different space than Lewis and Clark 
encountered. 
Though tracing the extent of this literary recycling is another project, it suggests that 
Americans did consume Biddle’s History in another form. There is no question that Lewis and 
Clark made it into U.S. cultural history, or for that matter that Manifest Destiny circulated as a 
discourse and operated as a model of geographic imagining; but as I have argued in this chapter, 
that was not a result of the early published texts of the Lewis and Clark expedition. Ending this 
discussion with a consideration of the novel, and its formal repackaging of expedition texts, 
suggests that transmitting the West was a much more complex process than histories of the 
expedition typically allow.
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
169. See Roy Harvey Pearce, Savagism and Civilization: A Study of the Indian and the American Mind 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), 200-201. Earlier work on Cooper’s sources cited by 
Pearce includes E. Soteris Muszynska-Wallace, “The Sources of the Prairie,” American Literature 21.2 
(1949): 291-200, which addresses the verisimilitude of landscape and people in Cooper’s novel. John R. 
Milton argues that many western novelists, from Owen Wister and Zane Grey to Willa Cather and John 
Steinbeck, adopted themes and attitudes from early western explorers. He describes the journals of Lewis 
and Clark of “considerable importance” in this regard. See Milton, The Novel of the American West 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1980), 69-72. 
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Chapter Two 
READING ON THE RAILS: 
Railway Guides and the Dialectics of Geographical Imagination 
 
It was a pale, misty moonlight, past two A.m. I roused myself to look out, 
and saw water expanded as far as my eye could penetrate. Were we on 
the shore of the sea? I went to the other side. It was water still—not 
shoreless ocean, indeed, but still we were in the midst of water. I had not 
studied the map—no one had told me that the rails had been laid across 
two inlets of the Chesapeake Bay, in preference to laying them round it. 
—Mary Grey Lundie Duncan, America as I  
          Found It (1852) 
 
[T]here is a great deal of jolting, a great deal of noise, a great deal of 
wall, not much window, a locomotive engine, a shriek, and a bell. 
—Charles Dickens, American Notes (1842)  
 
[Myth]…does away with all dialectics, with any going back beyond what 
is immediately visible, it organizes a world which is without 
contradictions because it is without depth, a world wide open and 
wallowing in the evident, it establishes a blissful clarity: things appear to 
mean something by themselves. 
—Roland Barthes, Mythologies (1957) 
 
In May of 1850, Nathaniel Hawthorne boarded a train in Portsmouth, New Hampshire 
headed for Boston. The observations he recorded in his journal later provided him with 
inspiration for one of the climactic scenes of The House of the Seven Gables, published just two 
years later in 1852, and make up one of the most iconic descriptions of American rail travel in 
antebellum literature.1  
Leaving behind the corpse of Judge Pyncheon slouching in the old oaken chair, Clifford 
and Hepzibah, the “time-stricken” agoraphobic residents of the ancestral mansion, hasten toward 
the railroad depot and board a train. Once underway, a fellow passenger, eager to make out the 
childlike pair, engages Clifford in conversation, during which he questions the Pyncheon’s 
choice of weather for a pleasure excursion: “an easterly rain,” he maintains, is best enjoyed, “in a 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 See The American Notebooks, ed. Claude M. Simpson (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1972), 
487-88. 
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man’s own house, with a nice little fire in the chimney.”2 Having been “startled into manhood 
and intellectual vigor” by the novel experience of rail travel, Clifford rehearses the script of a 
generation of railroad promoters and eager expansionists who viewed the railroad, and the land it 
cut through, as the most manifest expression of America’s continental destiny (256). The 
railroad, he argues fervently, “is destined to do away with those stale ideas of home and fireside, 
and substitute something better” (259). His prophetic countenance aglow, Clifford continues his 
sermon about the unrestricted territorial expansion and movement, the borderlessness and 
boundlessness—the “something better”—the railroads promised to substitute in place of fixed 
local identities and “stale” national geographic forms, of which the seven-gabled house is 
emblematic. The railroads, he affirms, “annihilate the toil and dust of pilgrimage” and 
“spiritualize travel”—they offer Americans ample space to breathe; easy access to new 
destinations, even in regions previously considered unreachable (or undesirable); and capacious, 
flexible conceptions of “home” and national geography. 
But the Pyncheons’ brief experience with the railroad contrasts sharply with visions of 
Manifest Destiny that underscored the seamlessness, smoothness, and cohesiveness of the new 
transportation network and that extolled the expanding geographic consciousness the railroad 
engendered. Clifford and Hepzibah travel without any sense of direction or destination; they are 
unable to process the passing landscape, which appears frighteningly unfixed and flashes by “at 
whirlwind speed in a direction opposite to their own” (256); they do not arrive at any grand 
imaginations about national geography; and when they disembark, amid the rain and wind at a 
way-station, Clifford relinquishes the lead to his sister, who then offers a desperate plea to God 
for mercy (266). Once Clifford leaves the car and watches it glide away in the distance, he 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 The House of the Seven Gables, ed. William Charvat, et. al., vol 2 of The Centenary Edition (Columbus: 
Ohio State University Press, 1965), 259. Subsequent references to the novel are cited in the text. 
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completely deflates. At the conclusion of the chapter, the Pyncheons are stranded at a “solitary” 
and “uninhabited” point along the route—not a regular stopping point nor a proper depot in 
communication with other depots and destinations, but a mere platform, flanked by a church and 
a farm-house, “black with age, and in a dismal state of ruin and decay” (266). Clifford and 
Hepzibah are, in short, nowhere—not the nomadic everywhere-nowhere of Clifford’s quixotic 
vision, just nowhere with no way back but to wait at the way-station for a train heading home. 
As a fable for the Age of Expansion, Clifford and Hepzibah’s hapless journey suggests 
that there were vivid lived alternatives to our received narratives of Manifest Destiny. The 
everyday experiences of rail passengers on the patchwork of America’s early railroads differed 
dramatically from fantasies of connectivity and continental consciousness anchored in visions of 
the “band of iron…made to span the continent,” as one promoter put it.3 As Hawthorne was 
undoubtedly aware the energetic discourse of destiny filled the air and circulated in print; but his 
account of railroad travel, in which he strands his helpless characters and silences the “bubbling 
up-gush” of his prophet, represents a site of counter-memory that was circulated and consumed 
by readers in much the same way other printed texts that described the railroad were (266).4 This 
single chapter of The House of the Seven Gables translated antebellum rail travel for readers and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 John Loughborough, The Pacific Telegraph and Railway (St. Louis: Charles and Hammond, 1849), 47. 
D. W. Meinig points out that, “there marked variations in density and many complications in the actual 
patterns of service. The many companies, patchwork of construction, different gauges, and lack of bridges 
across major rivers and even of connections within major cities greatly affected the movement of 
passengers and freight.” See Meinig, The Shaping of America: A Geographical Perspective on 500 Years 
of History, vol. 2 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993), 328. 
4 Hawthorne, of course, counters Clifford’s excitement with Hepzibah’s nearsightedness and 
“unmalleability”: “Fast and far as they had rattled and clattered along the iron track, they might just as 
well, as regarded Hepzibah’s mental images, have been passing up and down Pyncheon-street. With miles 
and miles of varied scenery between, there was no scene for her, save the seven old gable-peaks…This 
one old house was everywhere! It transported its great, lumbering bulk, with more than railroad speed, 
and set itself phlegmatically down on whatever spot she glanced at” (256).  
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represents a vital aspect of public discourse about railroads that has been all but eclipsed by 
grand narratives that combine technological ascendancy and continental destiny.5 
During the decades of rapid territorial expansion in the United States, many Americans 
celebrated the iron horse as giving “material life to the exclamations of Manifest Destiny.”6 
Their visions included reveries of expanded commercial markets (especially in the Pacific); 
decreased transport times, new destinations, and comparatively effortless, seamless movement 
through space; accelerated and extensive settlement of the West; and an expansive and boundless 
geographic consciousness. Bruce Cumings has observed that, “Railroads…were the obvious 
accompaniment for the rhetoric of Manifest Destiny in the 1840s, annihilating space and time.” 
This discursive relationship is born out in the orations and publications of figures like Asa 
Whitney, Thomas Hart Benton, Theodore Judah, John Loughborough, and dozens more, which 
make up the early railroad’s official historical narrative.7 Modern scholars have likewise shown 
considerable investment in the pairing of railroads—especially the construction of the 
transcontinental route—and Manifest Destiny, often alluding to the profusion of expansionist 
discourse from railroad boosters and politicians regarding the iron passage and the control of 
burgeoning global markets, and drawing straight lines between Lewis and Clark’s Age of Muscle 
and the railroad’s Age of Steam.8 It is not a surprising connection. The general trajectory of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 The most iconic expression of this historical perspective is John Gast’s American Progress (1872), a 
chromolithograph provided gratis to subscribers of George Crofutt’s Crofutt’s Western World in 1873. 
Crofutt liked the image so much it also adorns his Trans-Continental Guidebook guidebooks. For 
particularly relevant discussion of Gast, see David Haward Bain, Empire Express: Building the First 
Transcontinental Railroad. New York: Viking, 1999 and Amy S. Greenberg, Manifest Manhood and the 
Antebellum American Empire. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005. 
6 Bruce Cumings, Dominion from Sea to Sea: Pacific Ascendancy and American Power (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2009), 76.  
7 Cumings, Dominion from Sea to Sea, 78. I am not arguing that Cumings is guilty of making this 
connection: he is pointing out the rhetorical relationship, not producing a historical narrative.  
8 See James P. Ronda, “The Magician’s Rod: Railroads, the West, and Manifest Destiny” in The West the 
Railroads Made, 3-36 and Thomas R. Hietala. Manifest Design: Anxious Aggrandizement in Late 
Jacksonian America (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985), 198-202. 
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railroad expansion and the construction of the transcontinental railroad fit the “westering” model 
so popular in twentieth- and twenty-first-century Americanist scholarship and it completes a tidy 
story of continental empire: the Louisiana Purchase, war in Mexico, gold in California, the 
transcontinental railroad, and finally, dominion from sea to shining sea.  
Noted historian David Haward Bain argues that beginning in the 1840s, “railroads were 
seen in all their potential.”9 But in twentieth- and twenty-first-century scholarship, the fulfillment 
of the railroad’s potential—to open commercial markets, to accelerate the colonization of the 
West, to ensure “domestic happiness” (i.e., hang onto California and Oregon, etc.10), and to 
shape geographic conceptions of the nation—has slipped down almost imperceptibly into 
accounts of the antebellum era, constructing what Trish Loughran calls “retrospective 
narratives.”11 Railroads and the experiences of railroad passengers in the 1840s, ‘50s, and ‘60s 
contrasted sharply with those of the 1890s or 1940s, but the “always already” of more modern 
rail transportation, and the expanded geographic consciousness and spatial fluency that 
developed in tandem over decades, regularly encroaches backwards on the earlier period. The 
outcome is a sweeping sense of inevitability, an official history that collapses prophecies of 
potential, Promontory Point, and Pullman palace cars.12  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Bain, Empire Express, 47. Curiously, Bain uses a passive voice construction here and it is unclear who 
recognized the potential and how they arrived at their ideas. Bain’s is a very top-heavy account supported 
primarily by private correspondence, congressional records, and unpublished manuscripts that did not 
circulate to mid-century readers.  
10 See especially John O'Sullivan, "Annexation," United States Magazine and Democratic Review 17, 
no.1 (July-August 1845): 5-10. 
11 Trish Loughran, The Republic in Print: Print Culture in the Age of U.S. Nation Building, 1770-1870 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), 3. 
12 One example of the tendency to collapse the history of the railroad is Schwantes and Ronda’s The West 
the Railroads Made, which features posters and promotional material for twentieth-century railroads 
alongside discussions of early conceptions of the transcontinental route. The facing page of Ronda’s 
opening chapter, “The Magician’s Rod: Railroads, the West, and Manifest Destiny,” which presents many 
early ideas about the transformative power of the railroad, including Emerson’s, from whose 1844 essay, 
“The Young American” the title is taken, features a quote from a sermon given by Israel Dwinnell in 
1869 celebrating the completion of the transcontinental railroad, above which appears a 1926 brochure for 
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In this chapter, the materialist accounts of reading I offer contest these retrospective 
narratives and recover a sense of contingency and non-inevitableness. For antebellum 
Americans, the railroad, not to mention the transcontinental railroad, was not a foregone 
conclusion, nor was its transformative power completely foreseen.13 As Hawthorne’s farce 
suggests, the discursive (or representational) field was more crowded and more diverse than 
histories of the railroad and American territorial expansion generally allow.14 To be certain, there 
is no paucity of evidence linking the railroad and ideologies of Manifest Destiny, but a slew of 
alternative relationships and geographical forms circulated in both imagination and print. The 
House of the Seven Gables, which coincidentally circulated in Routledge’s Railway Library, was 
(and continues to be) part of America’s collective imagination about the antebellum railroad and 
Hawthorne’s descriptions contributed to the way readers understood railroads and railway travel 
and their role in the making of national geography.  
More than any other print artifact from the period, travel and railway guides represent the 
best window to early rail travel in the United States and the most conspicuous site where reading 
and travel converge to produce geographic imagination.15 In the early decades of railway travel, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
the Northern Pacific’s North Coast Limited. Not only do the title of the chapter, Dwinnell’s quote, and the 
brochure announce the narrative arc of the book, they collapse nearly 80 years of history and construct a 
story of inevitability—one in which Emerson sees fully formed the golden age of American railways. The 
pattern is consistent throughout the entire first chapter. See Carlos A. Schwantes and James P. Ronda, The 
West the Railroads Made (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2008). 
13 Taylor mentions that by even as late as 1860, canals, “like the Erie and the Delaware and Raritan were 
still greatly expanding their business, [and] natural waterways such as the Mississippi and the Hudson had 
not yet reached the peak of their usefulness.” It is true that the railroads provided greater dependability 
and flexibility than turnpikes or canals, but not everyone was convinced. See Taylor, Transportation 
Revolution, 102. 
14 See, for example, Bain, Empire Express; 3-36; Schwantes and Ronda, The West the Railroads Made; 
Richard J. Orsi, Sunset Limited: The Southern Pacific Railroad and the Development of the American 
West (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 3-13; Thomas R. Hietala, Manifest Design: 
Anxious Aggrandizement in Late Jacksonian America (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985), 198-202. 
15 Railroad maps have received considerable scholarly attention and have long been viewed as an index to 
the decades of rapid territorial expansion and growing geographic consciousness previous to the Civil 
War. When taken together, collections of historical railroad maps, like Andrew M. Modelski’s Railroad 
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expanding rail networks increased passengers’ demands for comprehensive and reliable rail 
information, and publishers responded with a proliferation of traveler’s guides. Inexpensive and 
ubiquitous, these “pocket companions” were variously packed with maps, timetables, narrative 
descriptions, and illustrations that were intended to enable individual travel and locate and 
contextualize travelers within geographic space and along delineated routes. Moreover, 
guidebooks were designed to facilitate and mediate the newly mechanized conditions of travel 
that dramatically shaped passengers’ relationships with space and time and they record, in their 
own way, the chaotic unfolding of an ever-expanding and increasingly complex transportation 
network.16 Thus, guidebooks provide remarkable insights into the experiences of rail passengers 
and the new forms of consciousness rail travel engendered.  
Although guidebooks were an integral part of the production of new geographic 
perceptions, travelers who browsed the descriptions, unfolded the maps, and consulted the 
timetables, did not get visions of Manifest Destiny. What they got instead were fractured, 
disarticulated, and disorienting versions of national space and an overwhelming and ever-
increasing catalogue of scattered destinations they were charged to incorporate into their 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Maps of North America and Derek Hayes’s Historical Atlas of the North American Railroad uniquely 
record the history of the growth of travel and settlement in the United States and at times represent 
fascinating iterations of geographical and transport fantasies. But many of the maps—like those produced 
by military or government surveyors, or by and for the men who planned, constructed, and operated 
individual routes—did not circulate widely and likely had little impact on the way many Americans 
understood the transformation of travel or the extraordinary geographic growth of the nation. Collections 
like these and the grand narratives they construct were simply unobtainable in the nineteenth century, but 
have nevertheless come to dominate the way we understand geographic consciousness and the reach of 
American empire during the early railroad era. Railroad maps are also unable to provide much 
information about the experience of rail travel and the process by which travelers constructed 
geographies. See, for example, two excellent collections of railroad maps and map-enriched railroad 
publications: Derek Hayes, Historical Atlas of the North American Railroad. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2010; Andrew M. Modelski, Railroad Maps of North America: The First Hundred 
Years. Washington: Library of Congress, 1984.  
16 Taylor and Neu have argued that railway guides published the best contemporary railroad maps. See 
George Rogers Taylor and Irene D. Neu, The American Railroad Network: 1861-1890 (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1956), 10.  
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conceptions of national geography. The varying methods of layout and organization, which 
largely determined how they were used, juxtaposed disparate geographic spaces and brought 
vastly different regional geographies into contact, causing travelers to completely 
reconceptualize previously familiar spatial, racial, and commercial relationships and geographic 
forms. The precariousness, unevenness, and chaos of the antebellum railroad project and of mid-
century railroad travel called forth a powerful fantasy of dominance and completion registered 
most clearly in the profusion of travel and railway guides. In their relentless pursuit of accuracy 
and inclusiveness—perhaps a measure taken to satisfy passengers’ demands to see empire—
guidebooks mapped more non-railroad space than routes and depots, which brought attention to 
the spaces, places, and people not (as) connected or incorporated into the new railroad nation. 
The blank spaces, or the spaces outside or between the transportation network, thus, not only 
depict unfulfilled imperial desire and disconnection, but national disunity and isolation.  
Guidebooks hailed an increasingly mobile and geoliterate readership and placed new 
demands on passengers’ reading and interpretive skills.17 Many passengers, unfamiliar with the 
geographical “prerequisites” to unguided railroad travel, were compelled to coordinate different 
types of spatial and geographic representation (maps, timetables, illustrations, even 
advertisements scattered throughout disparate pages of the guidebook) without assistance and 
often with disastrous results. These new demands and the influence they had on passengers’ 
geographic imaginations have been overlooked by historians of travel and tourism who have too 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Brad Lomazzi mentions other early publications that predated (or competed with) early railroad era 
travel and railway guides, including broadsides, advertisements, handbills, the “folding brochure,” and the 
“stapled pocket booklet.” All of these demonstrate the need for a readable, practical format as well as the 
necessity to “devise new ways to present, to as many potential passengers as possible, schedule 
information for many trains serving a growing number of towns.” See Lomazzi, Railroad Timetables, 
Travel Brochures & Posters: A History and Guide for Collectors (Spencertown, NY: Golden Hill Press, 
1995), 5-13; quote on 13. Travel and railway guides do not represent a departure from other forms, but 
the sheer volume of information and the organization of that information was potential for confusion.  
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often read guidebooks at face value and in doing so reproduced their authors’ and publishers’ 
hopeful, and heavily marketed, narratives of connection and national community.18 This body of 
work assumes too much about how guidebooks were read and used, how well they functioned or 
how well they enabled travel, who read them, and what readers did with the information they 
culled from their pages. A closer look at the way rail passengers read guidebooks and how they 
constructed knowledge from a variety of features suggests that guidebooks produced 
bewilderment and confusion more than clarity and understanding and that most of them, despite 
their claims, left the plotting (and plodding) of excursions to their helpless readers. 
As I argue elsewhere in this dissertation, readers’ conceptions of geographic space are 
significantly shaped by the site of their production. As the railroad overtook older modes of 
transportation, guidebooks were increasingly distributed and consumed onboard passenger cars; 
and when they were read onboard, travelers’ cognitive geographies—constructed with a 
combination of the guidebooks’ discursive, graphic, and tabular features—were in sustained 
dialogue with the spaces they traveled.19 Because each guidebook-toting passenger was likely to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 Although her work focuses on travel and tourism after the completion of the transcontinental railroad, J. 
Valerie Fifer’s description of guidebooks is typical of their scholarly treatment: “They were simple, 
dependable interpreters of the scene, sorting confusion without robbing it of the capacity to inspire, 
invigorate, shock, or delight…the most successful Western guidebooks in this period were, like old 
wagon-masters and stagecoach drivers, trusted fellow-travellers for whom the West was not undiscovered 
country. Passengers went forward with confidence; Nature and the West were not going to overwhelm 
them.” See Fifer, American Progress: The Growth of Transport, Tourist, and Information Industries in 
the Nineteenth-Century West (Chester, CT: The Globe Pequot Press, 1988), 14. Fifer does not consider 
how guidebooks were used or who used them or how those passengers constructed geographies. See also 
Will Beecher Mackintosh, “Expected Sights: The Origins of Tourism in the United States.” Diss. 
University of Michigan, 2009. Print, 73-118. 
19 The idea of “cognitive geographies” is drawn in part from diplomatic historian, Alan K. Henrikson, 
who observes that a “mental map will be taken to mean an ordered but continually adapting structure of 
the mind—alternatively conceivable as a process—by reference to which a person acquires, codes, stores, 
recalls, reorganizes, and applies, in thought or in action, information about his or her large-scale 
geographical environment, in part or in its entirety.” See Henrickson, “Mental Maps.” In Explaining the 
History of American Foreign Relations. Michael J. Hogan and Thomas G. Paterson, eds. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1991), 177. Henrikson argues that mental maps are latent, but may be 
“‘triggered’ into use whenever a person is required to make a spatial decision, that is when he or she 
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construct his or her own version of geography, individual notions of national borders and 
interiors differed widely. Debates about the transcontinental railroad—at fever pitch in the 
1850s—did little to hitch one version of national geography to another; the imaginative 
geopolitical possibilities merely multiplied as Americans considered routes and destinations that 
had potential to dramatically (re)shape the nation and the continent. Most important, the 
dialectical relationship between represented and actual traveled space yielded new and powerful 
versions of American geography that unsettle and resist narratives that seek to document the role 
of the railroad in the emergence of a homogenous, monolithic, and clearly discernible national 
form.  
In this chapter I assemble narratives of railway travelers in the opening decades of the 
railroad era, many of whom consulted guidebooks en route to their destinations and whose 
records help describe the conditions, methods, and results of their use. Their accounts, along with 
advertisements for and reviews of guidebooks, close the gap between the nineteenth and twenty-
first centuries and provide some understanding about the way original readers may have read and 
used guidebooks. I position travelers’ accounts alongside my own close readings of popular 
travel and railway guides consumed (and distributed) onboard trains to illustrate the variety of 
geographical imaginings available to and produced by reading travelers. The bewilderment and 
disorientation experienced by countless antebellum guidebook users present counternarratives to 
the myths of connection and national community that circulated in the nineteenth century and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
confronts a problem that necessitates a choice among alternative real or imagined movements in space” 
and that they can be “altered radically by technology” (178-179). I argue, however, that cognitive 
geographies do more than help people make spatial decisions; they are a critical part of national self-
understanding. How we imagine location, borders, (geopolitical) relationships can dramatically shape 
national identity. My notion of cognitive geographies also takes root in the field of urban planning and 
what Kevin Lynch calls “imageability”: “that quality in a physical object which gives it high probability 
of evoking a strong image in any given observer. It is that shape, color, or arrangement which facilitates 
the making of vividly identified, powerfully structured, highly useful mental images of the environment.” 
See Lynch, The Image of the City (Cambridge: Technology Press, 1960), 46-49.  
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which still power histories of the transportation revolution and Manifest Destiny. 
 
A pocket companion to…bewilderment: guidebooks and mental maps 
In 1836, Samuel Augustus Mitchell, a renowned Philadelphia publisher and mapmaker, 
published Mitchell’s Traveller’s Guide Through the United States. One of the earliest 
guidebooks of the railroad era, Mitchell’s was among the first to include railroad routes, albeit a 
small handful.20 Although the complete list of stagecoach, steamboat, and canal and railroad 
routes swells to over five hundred individually delineated routes, Mitchell’s guidebook, a 
compact pocket companion measuring roughly three inches by five inches, only includes 
departure and destination points and the mileage between those points. The lack of specific travel 
information, such as arrival and departure times, fares, and the physical location of depots, 
suggests that travelers gathered what additional details they required from other available print 
sources.21 The necessary schedules or “arrangements,” as they were called, appeared on small 
handbills distributed freely to the public, on broadsides posted conspicuously about town, or as 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 Mitchell had published the Traveller’s Guide in two earlier editions (1832 and 1833), but the 1836 
edition is the first to include a separate section for “CANAL AND RAIL-ROAD ROUTES” and the first to 
present the index and routes in book form. The index to older editions was printed on a single sheet that 
folded out opposite the foldout map—not an ideal form for travelers. In 1833 only 16 miles of railroad 
(the Newcastle and French Town Rail-Road from French Town, DE to Turkey Point, MD) are 
incorporated into the steamboat and canal routes despite the boastful inclusion of a score of more 
ambitious railroad projects (finished or in progress), like the Baltimore and Ohio (reported at 250 miles), 
depicted on the map and listed among the chart’s various statistical tables. According to George Rogers 
Taylor, “even these earliest railroads were new and largely independent agents of transportation, sturdy 
rivals of the older canals [and] must not be regarded as chiefly feeder lines to waterways…most of the 
early railroads provided alternative traffic routes.” Mitchell’s arrangement of “CANAL AND RAIL-ROAD 
ROUTES” suggests that the role of the railroad was not yet clear to antebellum travelers and that their fate 
had yet to be determined. See Taylor, The Transportation Revolution, 1815-1860 (New York: Holt, 
Rinehart and Winston, ), 80.  
21 Travelers could also depend on ticket agents for information, but they too relied on the available print 
sources. Brad S. Lomazzi, one of the foremost authorities on railroad paper ephemera, notes that 
especially before 1870, each railroad produced its own timetables and that the “larger railroads distributed 
[them] within the local areas served, but it was too expensive to distribute them to the public nationwide. 
Many ticket agents received copies, but not all agents had timetables for every railroad.” See Lomazzi, 
Railroad Timetables, 73. 
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advertisements in local newspapers and periodicals.22 These early “timetables,” that had yet to 
adopt the conventional tabular format, suited the needs of early passengers who generally 
traveled on a single road for relatively short distances and within known local geographies.23 
 By 1840, over 3,300 miles of railroad track had been built in the United States, a number 
that would grow to nearly 40,000 before the completion of the transcontinental railway in 1869.24 
As the transportation network expanded, and as railroads triumphed as the vehicle of choice for 
Americans, an increasing number of travelers began to require more information than could be 
readily gathered from the local newspaper or from handbills (forms that could no longer 
adequately manage the amount of data) and railroads needed a more effective and affordable way 
to solicit more passengers and provide them with the necessary traveling information. As Jerry 
Musich notes, the “growing demand for comprehensive rail information in the [1850s] generated 
a proliferation of traveler’s guides by a number of publishing firms that issued guide after guide 
in search of the seemingly elusive balance between portability, reliability, and utility.”25 These 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 Lomazzi points out that, “Handbills were widely distributed because they were practical and relatively 
inexpensive to print. They could be found on hotel counters, at newspapers offices, in road houses and 
taverns, at livestock and commodity exchanges, and of course, at railroad depots. Handbills were also 
given out freely by young boys who were employed to carry baskets of food and tobacco to sell on 
trains.” See Lomazzi, Railroad Timetables, 7.  
23 The Traveller’s Guide includes fewer than twenty railroad routes. The shortest route is from Albany to 
Schenectady on the Mohawk and Hudson Rail-Road and the longest route is the 135-mile stretch between 
Charleston and Hamburg, South Carolina. Except for the already well-established route between 
Philadelphia and Pittsburgh connected by the Philadelphia and Columbia Railroad, the Pennsylvania 
Canal, and the Allegheny Portage Road, Mitchell makes no attempt to connect railroad routes (or rail and 
canal routes); these are single, individually owned and operated railroads. See Mitchell’s Traveller’s 
Guide, 68-72. 
24 See “Railroad and Canal Mileage by Decades, 1830-1860,” in Taylor, Transportation Revolution, 79. 
See also Henry Varnum Poor, Poor’s Manual of Railroads, 1868-69 (New York: H. V. & H. W. Poor, 
1868), 19.  
25 Jerry Musich, “Mapping a Transcontinental Nation: Nineteenth-and Early Twentieth-Century American 
Rail Travel Cartography,” in Cartographies of Travel and Navigation, ed. James R. Akerman (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2006), 126. The chapter on “Guide Books” in Trübner’s Bibliographical 
Guide to American Literature charts the increasing predominance of large, centralized, industrial 
publishers in the guidebook trade in the 1840s and 1850s. The guidebooks that Trübner listed from these 
decades were overwhelmingly published in New York and Philadelphia by firms like Lippincott, Harper 
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travel guides, independently published compendiums of timetables and other transportation 
information, like Disturnell’s Railroad, Steamboat and Telegraph Guide (first published in 
1846), Doggett’s Railroad Guide and Gazetteer (first published in 1848), Dinsmore’s American 
Railway Guide and Pocket Companion for the United States (first published in 1850 and later as 
Batterman’s American Railway Guide in the 1860s), and Appletons’ Railway and Steam 
Navigation Guide (first published in 1856), gave both travelers and railroads what they were 
looking for: railroads that could not afford to print and distribute timetables to ticket agents on all 
railroads across the nation, found travel guides a practical alternative, and travelers could 
generally locate all the information they required in a single publication.26 
 Traveler’s guides were generally small enough to fit in the palm of a passenger’s hand, 
yet they contained a great deal of information. In addition to timetables and maps variously 
depicting an ever-increasing number of routes, railway guides like Appletons’ Railway and 
Steam Navigation Guide, contained items such as “Time and Distance Indicators,” an “Index to 
Railways and Their Terminal Stations,” a “Counting House Calendar,” news of “Railways and 
Their Progress,” “Anecdotes and Incidents of Travel,” brief biographical sketches of prominent 
railroad men, advertisements, practical travel tips, and a “Tourist’s Guide of the Principal 
Watering Places, Springs, and Places of Fashionable Resort in the United States.”27 The small 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Brothers, Wiley & Putnam, and D. Appleton & Co. See Nikelus Trübner, Trübner’s Bibliographical 
Guide to American Literature (London: Trübner & Co., 1859), 479-483. 
26 One item of praise printed on the back of the foldout map accompanying the 1850 edition of the 
American Railway Guide and Pocket Companion reads, “We always have this little book handy, not that 
we are perpetually flying about in the railroads, or trying to ‘annihilate space and time’; or are unquiet in 
our spirit, and can’t stay a week in the same place; or have a complimentary ticket for everywhere in 
general; but simply because it is precisely THE THING when we do want to go, and saves the trouble of 
looking over a dozen newspapers for a single article of information.” See American Railway Guide, and 
Pocket Companion for the United States (New York: Curran Dinsmore, 1850), reverse of “American 
Railway Guide Map Advertiser.” For more on the arrangement between railroads and publishers see 
Lomazzi, Railroad Timetables, 73.  
27 Appletons’ Railway and Steam Navigation Guide was the early railroad era’s most ubiquitous print 
artifact and, according to Lomazzi, “a little-deserved success story.” The first issue of Appletons’, July 
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“pocket companion” format and their planned obsolescence made guidebooks ideal products for 
the rising industrial book trade. Due in part to newly mechanized and rationalized means of book 
production, including steam-powered printing presses, rationalized processes for book binding, 
advances in commercial mapmaking, and increasingly centralized production and distribution 
processes, guidebooks were both widely available and affordable. They could be purchased 
inexpensively almost anywhere: hotel lobbies, newsstands, bookstores, train depots, by 
subscription, or from onboard newsboys ambling the aisles of passenger cars, and advertisements 
for them appeared nearly everywhere, from newspapers to hotel lobbies and ticket counters.28  
 In addition to compendiums of timetables, many publishing houses issued tourist guides, 
or traveler’s companions, designed to provide more contextualization to growing numbers of 
first-time travelers and pleasure seekers. Willis P. Hazard, author of The American Guide Book, 
published by D. Appleton and Co. in 1846, describes the difference between the two forms: “The 
Guide Books hitherto published consist for the most part of merely tables of routes and distances, 
or such short and imperfect sketches of places as to be of very little use to the intelligent traveler 
who wishes to know something of the scenes through which he is traveling. The writer has 
endeavored to confine himself to matter-of-fact descriptions of what ought to be seen, and is 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1856, “was plagiarized from [an] issue of Batterman’s Railway Guide. Appletons’ ability to quickly 
overshadow existing travel guide competition was due to its then-modern mass-printing, sales, marketing 
and distribution capabilities…Appletons’ enjoyed enormous success, which lasted until the late 1860s, 
claiming itself as the ‘Only Railway Guide.’” For more on Appletons’ success and eventual collapse, see 
Lomazzi, Railroad Timetables, 74-75. A recommendatory notice in The Daily Cleveland Herald for 15 
May 1857 mentions that Appletons’ “not only gives the Time Tables of the different roads, but also 
combines the features of a magazine, which renders it a travelers’ companion.” Another notice two years 
later describes the guide’s literary value: “Independent of the ‘Guide,’ the reading matter is always 
unexceptionable, the information imparted to the traveler cannot be estimated by dollars and cents.” See 
The Daily Cleveland Herald, 4 October 1859. The variety of reading matter contained in railway guides 
like Appletons’ gave the impression of a pocket-sized periodical. Guidebooks are compelling evidence of 
the intersection (or coincidence) of travel, reading, and geographical imagination. 
28 For example, in the late-1850s, both Dinsmore’s and Appletons’ could be purchased singly for 25 cents 
or by subscription for $1.25 per annum.  
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calculated to interest the tourist at each place.”29 Printed with condensed or portions of 
timetables, if at all, tourist guides, similar in size to railway guides and ideally suited for travel, 
were crammed with thorough descriptions of routes and landscape, entertaining anecdotes, local 
histories, and illustrations that, as Hazard puts it, “preclude the necessity of using local guides” 
(i.e., local periodical advertising and information). Tourist guides were also very popular and 
relatively inexpensive (though not as disposable as travel guides); they also made vicarious 
travel possible and could generally provide enough information for readers to “pass” as 
traveled.30 
 New routes, new depots and destinations, and an increasing number of inexperienced 
travelers, meant that there was more room for error and confusion than ever before. Antebellum 
travelers gravitated to forms that could help them understand the logistics of using the nation’s 
new and increasingly complex system of rail transportation. The illusion of mastery over space 
and information made guidebooks seem indispensable to travelers who often expressed 
misgivings about traveling without one.31 One correspondent’s comments published in the 
September 1864 issue of Appletons’ reflect this concern: “I found the guide an invaluable 
travelling companion. I regretted time and time again that I did not provide myself with a copy 
previous to leaving New York, as I could not procure it until I reached the Lake Shore Road 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 Willis P. Hazard, The American Guide Book: Being a Hand-Book for Tourists and Travellers Through 
Every Part of the United States (New York: D. Appleton and Co., 1846), Preface (my emphasis).  
30 Ibid., vi. I am not concerned here with atomizing the differences between travel and tourism, or 
between guidebook forms; the fact is, that despite authors’ and publishers’ persuasive claims that their 
guidebooks contained all the traveler may require, many used different forms (including specific types, 
such as emigrant guides, miner’s guides, and city or stranger’s guides) side by side to navigate North 
America’s transportation network. Railway guides published by large industrial houses were generally 
printed on inexpensive paper, bound in paper wrappers, and, because they were issued monthly and 
because railway information was so fluid, they were considered disposable. Tourist guides, on the other 
hand, were more durable literary products. Generally published annually—at most—they were often 
printed on higher quality paper, bound in cloth (or sometimes calf), and, therefore, more expensive.  
31 We can trace the illusion of mastery over space back to Mitchell’s earliest guidebooks. The foldout 
map’s depiction of national geography far exceeds the extent of the transportation network to which his 
index refers.  
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between Erie and Cleveland, the newsboys informing me that ‘they go with a rush.’ I shall, 
however, know better next time.”32 Guidebook publishers quickly capitalized on this uneasiness 
(or the production thereof), emphasizing in advertisements and prefaces the accuracy of their 
maps and the reliability of their schedules and advising travelers to procure a copy before they 
boarded a train. In his response to “communications received from travelers, complaining of 
their inability to procure the GUIDE, on some of the roads upon which they travel,” G. F. Thomas, 
editor of Appletons’, reminds railway travelers of “the benefit which they will derive by 
purchasing a copy…previous to commencing their journey; by so doing, they can, through the 
assistance of the maps and timetables, select their route.”33 Although passengers surely read 
other texts, including newspapers and pamphlet novels en route to their destinations, the 
common denominator of travel reading was the guidebook and few ventured without one. 
As many nineteenth-century travel narratives illustrate, buying a guidebook was a matter 
of fact for travelers. Before boarding a train in New York’s Thirteenth Street depot, British 
journalist George Augustus Sala, “paid [his] bills at the Brevoort House, posted [his] 
letters…and blithely proceeded to buy an ‘Appleton’s Guide.’”34 He describes it as a casual 
purchase, mere reflex or routine, something to check off before departure. These narratives, and 
the diaries and letters of countless antebellum travelers, also illustrate the extent to which 
guidebooks were used: travelers unfolded the maps, read the descriptions of places and routes, 
browsed advertisements and travel tips, and based travel plans on the timetables, distance guides, 
and hotel recommendations. Though each user—the emigrant, the day coach passenger, the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 Appletons’ Railway and Steam Navigation Guide, September 1864 (New York: D. Appleton & Co.), 
54. 
33 Appletons’ Railway and Steam Navigation Guide. New York: D. Appleton & Co., 1857. (my 
emphasis). This advice appeared in editions of the Guide for many years.  
34 George Augustus Sala, My Diary in America in the Midst of War. Vol. 1 (London: Tinsley Brothers, 
1865), 101. 
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commercial traveler, the palace-car vacationer—read for different information, they all, to 
varying degrees and with varying degrees of success, relied on guidebooks to designate and 
describe popular tourist destinations, to get them from point A to point B (and back), to depict 
the geography of the journey, and to heighten the pleasure of travel, or, perhaps more accurately, 
to alleviate its inherent discomforts. 
Guidebooks undoubtedly served a number of utilitarian purposes: they provided up-to-
date timetables, information on fares, station and agent lists, and guides to routes by which 
travelers could get from one city to a distant one. But perhaps the most important function for 
rail passengers, and what made them sought-after traveling companions, was the provision they 
made for constructing mental maps. Earlier travelers on foot or horseback were personally 
responsible for many details of the journey that tied them to the land. They plotted their own 
courses, determined distances, negotiated obstacles and terrain, and endured changes in weather 
climate, and environment all of which demanded sustained reference to available cartographic 
sources and active constructions of their own geographic models.35 The mechanical regularity of 
the railroad completely reconfigured travelers’ physical experiences with land and transformed 
them into relatively passive passengers. The speed of the train obliterated distinctive features of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 Wolfgang Schivelbusch cites the “continuous sequence of impressions that demonstrate how intense 
was the experience of traversed space” in Göthe’s journal entry describing his trip from Frankfurt to 
Heidelberg in 1797. See Schivelbusch, The Railway Journey: The Industrialization of Time and Space in 
the 19th Century (Berkeley: The University of California Press, 1986), 52-53. Timothy Dwight, author of 
some of the earliest American guidebooks writes, “The rapidity of our steamboats and railroad cars 
deprive us of a great many interesting sights and agreeable reflections, and prevent us from becoming 
particularly acquainted with any part of our country. The improved vehicles undoubtedly have their 
advantages; but while I acknowledge this evident fact, 1 am not forgetful of those belonging to the old 
and slower modes. I am fond indeed, now and then, when time permits, and an interesting region invites, 
of leaving every thing which modem fashion approves in the traveller, and betaking myself to a country 
stage-coach or a farmer's wagon, and feel delight in the rattling wheels and the healthful jolting motion of 
a stony hill; and sometimes like to mount the saddle, and take the road at break of day, or set off on foot 
in company with some chance fellow traveller, to earn an appetite by a long walk before breakfast.” See 
Dwight, Summer Tours; or, Notes of a Traveler through Some of the Middle and Northern States (New 
York: Harper and Brothers, 1847), 62-63. 
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the landscape reducing it to a mere impression that early rail travelers were largely unable to 
process; windows were shut, and often shaded, to prevent dust, noise, cinders, and excessive 
sunlight from entering the cars and some passengers even slept and ate without exiting the train. 
Erwin Straus wrote that being in a train “is really being nowhere.” 36 Moreover, railroads traveled 
in directions that cut across established roads and waterways and forged unfamiliar and 
potentially disorienting axes of movement and trade.37 Although guidebooks could not infuse rail 
travel with the intensity of sensory and bodily experiences of earlier modes of travel, readers 
depended on them for information that could locate and settle them, plot them somewhere on the 
cartographic grid, and provide them ways to understand their new relationships to time and 
space. 
Wolfgang Schivelbusch notes that, “As the natural irregularities of the terrain that were 
perceptible on the old roads were replaced by the sharp linearity of the railroad, the traveler felt 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 Erwin Straus, The Primary World of the Senses; a Vindication of Sensory Experience (New York: Free 
Press of Glencoe, 1963), 319; also cited in Schivelbusch, Railway Journey, 53. Speaking of rail travel in 
the 1890s, for example, M. H. Dunlop observes, “The extraordinary physical effects of experiencing the 
interior as a surround were no longer available when train travel converted both the interior’s splendidly 
dense and various insect population and its astounding weather into mere noise, and even then only the 
biggest bugs and the loudest thunderclaps could make themselves known to train travelers.” See Dunlop, 
Sixty Miles From Contentment: Traveling the Nineteenth-Century American Interior (New York: Basic 
Books, 1995), 217-228.  
37 Jerry Musich writes, “Commenting on the completion of the [Lake Shore and Michigan Southern] from 
Milwaukee to Janesville, Wisconsin in 1853, the Weekly Chicago Democrat noted that the new route 
would save time even for travelers from Milwaukee to Chicago. Milwaukee is ninety miles directly north 
of Chicago, but the roads were poor and lake shipping was closed for four months in the winter. The 
fastest route, especially in winter, in 1853 was to take the evening train seventy miles west from 
Milwaukee to Janesville and stay overnight. In the morning one could take the stage to Rockford, thirty 
miles south of Janesville, and catch the evening train there to travel ninety-two miles east to Chicago. 
Given the poor quality of the roads, one-hundred and ninety-two miles going west, south, and east by 
trains and stage was a day faster than a direct ninety-mile trip south by stage.” See Musich, “Mapping a 
Transcontinental Nation” in Cartographies of Travel and Navigation, 126. During the 1850s, the nation’s 
midsection witnessed a fundamental reorientation of the flow of commerce, from the north-south 
orientation of steamboat traffic linking Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, Louisville, St. Louis, and New Orleans, to 
an east-west orientation of rail traffic that benefited Chicago, Indianapolis, Columbus, and other upstart 
cities in the Midwest. Carlos Schwantes notes that, “Technology as represented by railroad lines—and not 
geographical advantage, as represented by river connections—[was] paramount in determining the growth 
and influence of cities in the American West.” See Ronda and Schwantes, The West the Railroads Made, 
39. 
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that he lost contact with the landscape…That in-between, or travel space, which it was possible 
to ‘savor’ while using the slow, work-intensive eotechnical form of transport, disappeared on the 
railroads. The railroad knows only points of departure and destination.”38 Travelers, like the 
correspondent above who was finally able to procure a copy of Appletons’ on the Lake Shore 
Road, relied on guidebooks to reinsert the space between points—and the local identity, or 
“aura,” to borrow Schivelbusch’s term, formerly determined by the space between them—that 
railway travel annihilated.39 Maps of various sizes and scales, tables, illustrations, historical 
narratives, anecdotes, and descriptions of noteworthy landscapes or topographical features, 
provided guidebook readers with layers of geographic information that not only prompted 
individual, unguided travel, but which strove to stabilize and reassure them en route to countless 
destinations and through extensive and often unfamiliar national geographies. The entire 
guidebook industry operated on the principle that travelers no longer needed to see the 
landscape, they only needed to read about it. However, as many travelers’ accounts suggest, rail 
passengers were, in fact, both “seeing” and reading. 
Reflecting on his journey north from New York to Montreal in December of 1863, 
George Augustus Sala provides a typical example of the process by which guidebook readers 
produced cognitive geographies in an effort to reestablish contact with the landscape and to 
reassure and orient themselves. After purchasing Appletons’ Railway and Steam Navigation 
Guide and arriving safely at the depot in New York, Sala writes: 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
38 Schivelbusch, Railway Journey, 37-38. 
39 The collision of geographic points and the destruction of spatial difference and identity or “aura” is 
illustrated most poignantly by Henry David Thoreau: “I am refreshed and expanded when the freight train 
rattles past me, and I smell the stores which go dispensing their odors all the way from Long Wharf to 
Lake Champlain, reminding me of foreign parts, of coral reefs, and Indian oceans, and tropical climes, 
and the extent of the globe. I feel more like a citizen of the world at the sight of the palm-leaf which will 
cover so many flaxen New England heads the next summer…” See Thoreau, Walden, ed. J. Lyndon 
Shanley (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1971), 236 
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According to “Appleton,” we were to reach Poughkeepsie…at 9.42; at 11.50 we were to 
be at Albany; at 12.15 at Troy; at 1.20 at Eaglebridge. By three in the afternoon Rutland 
was to be reached; by 5.35, Burlington. Then we were to arrive at Rouse's Point, close to 
the Canadian frontier, at 8.34; at St. John's by 9.30; and at Montreal by 10.30 P.M., all in 
the instant Wednesday. To accomplish a journey of four hundred and one miles, a period 
of fifteen hours was thus needed.40 
Sala uses the contents of the guidebook to construct a mental image of the journey: where he will 
start, what depots he will pass along the way, and where he will eventually arrive (fig. 2.1). The 
schedule provides the times of arrival and departure at depots along the route, the mileage 
between each, and the total distance and duration of the trip. For a careful reader, the tabular 
portion alone could produce a practicable version of a single route’s geography, but it does not 
operate independently. The accompanying graphic representation of the route, depicted by a 
thick dark line connecting depots over bare geographic space, provides a geometrically simple 
and compelling visual confirmation.41 In fact, each feature of the guidebook is designed to 
reinforce and verify the others, instilling confidence in travelers to traverse unfamiliar spaces. 
Sala’s mental exercise should be considered typical of railway passengers: the first thing he does, 
perhaps even before departure (as Appletons’ editor admonishes) is construct a sense of the route 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40 George Augustus Sala, My Diary, 103.  
41 Gregory P. Ames points out that many “geographers and cartographers prefer not to grace the kind of 
product frequently reproduced in timetables…with the word map. According to them, these maps are best 
referred to as cartograms. The cartographer Erwin Raisz defined these as ‘abstracted, simplified maps, 
the purpose of which is to demonstrate a single idea in a diagrammatic way.’” See Ames, “Forgetting St. 
Louis and Other Map Mischief: The Oddities and Deceptions of Railroad Mapmaking.” Railroad History 
188 (2003): 28-41, 35. Of the modern road atlas, though certainly germane to the discussion of guidebook 
maps, J. B. Harley remarks on the “patina of gross simplicity”: “Once off the interstate highways the 
landscape dissolves into a generic world of bare essentials that invites no exploration. Context is stripped 
away and place is no longer important…[The maps’] silences are also inscribed on the page: where, on 
the page, is the variety of nature, where is the history of landscape, and where is the space-time of human 
experience in such anonymized maps?” See Harley, “Deconstructing the Map,” in Paul Laxton (ed.), The 
New Nature of Maps: Essays in the History of Cartography (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
2001), 167.  
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in both temporal and geographic terms. 
 
Figure 2.1  Appletons’ Railway and Steam Navigation Guide, March 1865.  
 
 The process by which Sala is able to produce a mental image of the journey that 
ultimately gives him confidence to proceed, despite risking his holiday plans, is what Leigh Ann 
Litwiller Berte might call “geography by destination.” She argues that the railroad “reinforced a 
destination view of geography” which acted as a “narrative structuring device for readers” and as 
a “physical experience that compacted travel into a focus on destination for travelers.”42 Even 
though Sala is aware at the outset that he will be “carried over the Hudson River Railway; over 
the Rutland and Burlington; over the Vermont Central; and over the Montreal and Champlain—
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 Berte’s conclusions rely on the “ease of modern rail travel” she identifies in the post-1870 railroad era, 
an ease which I argue has been over-exaggerated, especially in the early railroad era, and which Sala’s 
experience challenges. But Sala’s version of path and destination is enabled by the same kinds of maps 
and guides she cites. See Berte, “Geography by Destination: Rail Travel, Regional Fiction, and the 
Cultural Production of Geographical Essentialism” in American Literary Geographies: Spatial Practice 
and Cultural Production, 1500-1900 (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2007) 173. 
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all belonging to different companies,” en route to Montreal, he is undeterred: “We were assured 
[that these lines] never failed to ‘make connections,’ and we were entreated to believe that we 
ran no risk of ‘laying over.’”43 The fact that Sala rattles off the depots and arrival times in such 
quick succession suggests that the guidebook produces the impression of smooth and seamless 
travel—in other words, the narrative of destination produced by map, schedule, and description 
provides enough contextualization to convince him to embark. And indeed, Appletons’ gives no 
indication that the seamlessness it depicts could be disrupted, it merely provides a list of the 
railroad companies operating the route between New York and Montreal, thus perpetuating the 
myths of connection and network upon which the success of the railway guide industry 
depends.44  
 However, the physical experience of travel contrasted sharply with Appletons’ narrative. 
Sala’s journey was a disaster: he missed connections, was forced to “lay over” at St. Alban’s, 
Vermont, and arrived at his destination, bewildered and infuriated, nearly twenty hours behind 
schedule. His experience led him to issue this warning to those contemplating travel in North 
America: “beware of ‘Appleton.’ Don’t lay out the most insignificant ‘yellow-belly’—the 
smallest change for a ‘greenback’—on it. For purposes of consultation it is not worth a cent.” He 
continues, bristling, “‘Appleton’ is a roguish mockery, a merry delusion, a jocose snare. It is a 
‘Yankee notion,’ and the result is deception. As a railway guide-book ‘Appleton’ is utterly and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 Sala, My Diary, 1:103. 
44 Aaron Marrs admonishes modern historians against “overemphasizing the discomfort that travelers 
experienced on the railroad” because it “overlooks the fact that trains presented an enormous advantage 
over other types of travel.” I agree with Marrs about the dangers of “consigning railroads to failure,” I 
simply wish to highlight the fiction of articulation and seamlessness guidebooks perpetuated. The railroad 
was the clear choice for travelers in the antebellum era, but it was far from providing them with the 
versions of national geography celebrated in histories of the transportation revolution. See Marrs, 
Railroads in the Old South, 135. 
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recklessly untrustworthy.”45 Sala is incensed, not only because the delays nearly ruined his 
Christmas plans, but also because his experience of traveled space contrasted dramatically with 
the mental map he constructed with the aid of the guidebook. In his own words, he has been 
deceived.  
 Representing the ever-expanding rail network in a portable print form required creative 
design solutions that dramatically shaped passengers’ geographic conceptions. The pages that 
contain the description of the route between New York and Montreal, for example, are so 
crowded with information that the editor was constrained to represent north-south space 
horizontally across two pages—a potentially disorienting decision.46 The scale of the map allows 
only minimal detail about the actual course of the track and any meandering or variation in 
direction is glossed over and flattened out by a thick, unbroken line connecting departure and 
arrival points. We can safely assume that passengers read guidebook maps like this onboard 
trains, which could easily produce the impression that one was traveling east, instead of north. 
However, we can also safely assume that most passengers were familiar enough with the 
geography of the northeast to know that Montreal was indeed north of New York and they could 
physically or mentally reorient the map to correspond with their impression of actual physical 
geography. But the passenger car is a unique setting for (map) reading. Except, of course, for the 
engineer (and perhaps a few railway men in the front end car), passengers could not look out the 
front windshield, as it were; their views from the windows were often restricted by speed, shade, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
45 Sala, My Diary, 1:102. 
46 This is not the only instance of cartographic confusion in Appletons’. The September 1859 edition of 
the Railway and Steam Navigation Guide, to cite just one example includes several similar design 
decisions: the New Haven, New London & Stonington R.R. from New York to Providence and Boston 
runs horizontally or east-west (74-75); The Western Railroad from Boston to Albany runs vertically or 
north-south (120); the Lake Shore Route from Buffalo to Cleveland runs vertically or north-south (152).  
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or darkness and their vision of the landscape limited to one side of the train.47 Passengers’ sense 
of direction could be reestablished or verified at or around depots, but traveling in a train often 
felt like going through a tunnel. Without sustained contact or reference to the landscape, 
passengers felt adrift, thus maps that reoriented space had the power to produce alternative 
geographic imaginaries.   
One source of Sala’s misfortune, as he comes to find out, is that D. Appleton and 
Company had made a mistake: “It turned out that in the December number of Appleton the 
summer-time tables of the New York and Montreal line had been printed. The work was found to 
swarm with similar impudent misstatements, and steamers were declared to be plying on rivers 
which, at this season of the year, every man knows to be securely locked up with ice.”48 
Inaccurate schedules and other editorial errors were unavoidable by-products of guidebooks’ 
complex authorship and publication processes. G. F. Thomas, editor of Appletons’ Railway 
Guide, frequently refers to correspondents who complain about the inaccuracy of the guidebook. 
Thomas puts the blame squarely on railroad agents who fail to supply up-to-date information or 
on travelers themselves, who must make certain they have the most recent edition. Each issue of 
Appletons’ features a notice to agents including a deadline for submitting changes to schedules or 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47 Of the restricted views on American railroads, Charles Dickens wrote, “Except when a branch road 
joins the main one, there is seldom more than one track of rails; so that the road is very narrow, and the 
view, where there is a deep cutting, by no means extensive.” See Dickens, American Notes for General 
Circulation. 2 vols. (London: Chapman and Hall, 1842), 149. Another British traveler, Lady Emmeline 
Stuart-Wortley, notes that, “Railroads in the United States are not like railroads in other countries, for 
they fly, plunging through the deep umbrageous recesses of vastly, widely spreading woods, whose 
sweeping verdure-loaded boughs, go arching and branching about the ‘cars’ in all directions.” Unable to 
construct landscape at railway speed, Stuart-Worltey is resigned to inspect her fellow passengers. See 
Stuart-Wortley, Travels in the United States, Etc. (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1851), 33. Stuart-
Wortley mentions reading “Appletons’ Railway Companion” while traveling. See pp. 39 and 75).  J. 
Richard Beste recalls, “[W]e were seated in cars like those I have before described, and were advancing 
along the ‘Lake Erie and Mad River Railroad’. I regret that I can give no appropriate description of the 
‘Mad River’; but, truth to say, I could never find it, see it, or hear of even its locality. See Beste, The 
Wabash: or Adventures of an English Gentleman’s Family in the Interior of America (London: Hurst and 
Blackett, 1855), 162. 
48 Sala, My Diary, 1:105. 
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maps. In a period of rapid construction and expansion, guidebooks, like Appletons’, were always 
in process and publishers struggled to keep up with the deluge of new information. The ever-
expanding transportation network made it utterly impossible for the authors and compilers to 
write from personal knowledge of each line; they relied instead on a network of correspondents: 
railway officers, agents, and travelers, who were encouraged to take notes on the blank pages 
provided in the back of the guidebook and to submit them to the publisher.49 In this way, 
authorship was multiple and complex, and the information fluid and contestable. Furthermore, 
the complexities of mapmaking and map publishing, even for a semi-monthly publication like 
Appletons’, which featured only crude maps, caused a considerable delay that irritated and 
confused passengers unable to verify routes with recourse to the map. Even the best guidebooks 
at the national scale were mere fictions of network and articulation that the realities of travel 
exposed. 
Even when guidebooks were “accurate” (i.e., their schedules and maps were recent and 
corresponded), the reality of traveled space was very different from the representations of 
geographic space produced in their pages. Describing the new forms of consciousness that 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
49 Many guidebooks contain travelers’ pencil-sketched accounts that demonstrate at once the extent to 
which tabular constructions of space had entered American culture and consciousness and the disparity 
between the guidebooks’ information and travelers’ experiences. In the blank pages titled “Traveler’s 
Memorandum” appending Appleton’s Hand-Book of Northern Travel, a portion of one traveler’s account 
of his journey from Burlington to Saratoga in 1867 reads: 
Burlington to Fort Ticonderoga  56 Miles 
Fort to Lake George by Stage    3 – 
Lake George to Caldwell (lodge)  40 – 
Caldwell to Moreau Station by Stage 14 “ 
Thence to Saratoga by rail   14 –  
      ----- 
      127 
This particular user’s account suggests his calculations are at variance with the guidebook. The purpose of 
these pages, according to the publisher, was to improve future editions, but it highlights the complex and 
collaborative authorship of the guidebooks and the changing and changeable nature of spatial and 
geographic information circulating in guidebooks. I am grateful to the Library Company of Philadelphia 
for access to this copy and to other guidebooks in their extensive collection, many of which bear similar 
traces of use. 
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emerged from rail travel and the passenger’s new relationship to the passing landscape, 
Schivelbusch observes that,  
While the railroad caused the foreground to disappear, it also replaced looking at the 
landscape with a new practice that had not existed previously. Reading while traveling 
became almost obligatory. The dissolution of reality and its resurrection as panorama 
thus became agents for the total emancipation form the traversed landscape: the traveler’s 
gaze could then move into an imaginary surrogate landscape, that of his book.50 
The idea that passengers could be completely emancipated from the passing landscape and free 
to “move into” the “imaginary surrogate landscapes” he describes is due in part to the way he 
historicizes reading on the rails and in part to his characterization of European rail travel, which 
differed markedly from antebellum American rail travel.51 Schivelbusch describes the rise of 
railway bookstalls and lending libraries in England and France, which were chiefly comprised of 
novels and newspapers, “works of sound information and innocent amusement,” as one 
advertisement put it.52 More recently, Barbara Sicherman, in her account of railway reading, 
describes travelers, “who might dip into a specially marketed ‘railroad literature’ to stave off 
boredom.”53 But accounts of reading onboard passenger cars that imagine travelers snuggling 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
50 Schivelbusch, Railway Journey, 64. 
51 Differences in European and American rail travel are no more pronounced than in the configuration of 
the cars. European rail passengers rode in compartments, isolated from other passengers, whereas 
American cars were arranged in rows, open, and “democratic.” The configuration of the American 
passenger cars engendered a completely different system of literary distribution and consumption than 
their European counterparts. The aisle was quickly turned into a space for newsboys to hawk their wares 
either at the station or, more frequently as time passed, while the cars were in motion. For the differences 
in the cars, see See John H. White, Jr., The American Railroad Passenger Car. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1978. 
52 Schivelbusch, Railway Journey, 64-69; quote on 65. See also John W. Dodds, The Age of Paradox: A 
Biography of England, 1841-1851 (New York: Reinhart, 1952), 374. 
53 See Sicherman, “Ideologies and Practices of Reading,” in Scott E. Casper et al., eds., A History of the 
Book in America, Vol. 3: The Industrial Book, 1840-1880 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2007), 292-293.For more on railroad reading as mere diversion, see Marrs, Railroads in the Old 
South, 140. Although Marrs argues that passengers, who were uninspired by the unfolding southern 
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down in their seats and losing themselves in the “scenery and adventures of pamphlet novels,” or 
“beguil[ing] the little tedium of the way with penny-papers,” as Hawthorne would say (257), rely 
too heavily on the archive of “railway literature” and on conceptions of reading that overlook the 
specificity of the passenger car.54 Though guidebook reading may not have been as sensational 
as “some shilling romance by [J. H.] Ingraham,” it was the most common practice onboard 
American passenger cars.55   
But railroad passengers did not simply exchange active translation of passing landscape 
for the plots of pamphlet novels or the descriptions contained in travel guides. Given the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
scenery, could “exercise their imaginations through reading,” he does not elaborate on what passengers 
were imagining and the example he cites from the Southern Literary Messenger includes only allusions to 
literary texts. This notion of railway reading as simply killing time overlooks larger questions about its 
role in the construction of American geographical imagination. See also Ronald J. Zboary, A Fictive 
People, 13. In his discussion, Zboray cites an 1855 article from the The Flag that claims simply, “A paper 
is bought to kill time.” This depiction of motivation, to the extent that it has been considered, has 
dominated analyses of railroad reading practices.  
54 The image Sicherman uses to support her claim is from outside the period under consideration (when 
sleeping cars were more common), but passengers appear to be reading newspapers and magazines, not 
the specially marketed “railroad literature” (i.e., pamphlet novels and books) she mentions. In 1852 an 
article entitled, “Reading for the Rail” by Charles Norton, editor of Norton’s Literary Gazette (a 
forerunner of Publisher’s Weekly) announced that railroad literature was becoming a “decidedly definite 
branch of the book trade.” Norton’s own “railroad library,” a collection of reading material especially 
designed for travelers, competed with a number of similar railway libraries from other major publishers, 
including Harper’s, D. Appleton & Co., and A. K. Loring. For more on railway libraries after the Civil 
War, see Tom D. Kilton, “The American Railroad as Publisher, Bookseller, and Librarian.” Journal of 
Library History, 17:1 (1982: Winter), 51. While books published for these railway libraries—generally 
inexpensive, highly portable, and widely available—represent one window into tastes and reading 
practices of mid-nineteenth-century travelers, they cannot be understood as completely representative. 
Many of the titles in these libraries, for instance, were printed on finer paper and bound in cloth or calf 
and cross-listed in the publishers’ other “libraries,” special collections, or general catalogues.  
55 In 1847, one journalist noted, “Riding on the cars through Michigan today, we have been half amused 
and half pained to see with what avidity ‘yellow covered literature’ is here as elsewhere, devoured by 
travelers….Numbers of well dressed and sensible looking ladies and gentlemen, with foreheads of 
respectable dimensions, have busied themselves for hours today…in perusing, page by page, the contents 
of some shilling romance by [J. H.] Ingraham or some other equally stale and insipid novelist.” See the 
Western Literary Messenger, VIII, No. 16, May 22, 1847. “Yellow covered literature” refers to cheap 
editions for display and sale on railway bookstalls. According to Michael Sadleir, it was “usually (but not 
always) a cheap edition of fiction; it usually (but not always) cost two shillings; its basic colouring was 
usually (but not always) yellow.” See entry for “Yellow-back” in John Carter, ABC For Book Collectors 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1973), 223. Although the “yellow-back” as such did not catch on in 
America like it did in Britain, “yellow-back” was nonetheless a recognizable term for the kinds of cheap 
paperbacks distributed and consumed on trains. 
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circumstances of antebellum rail travel and the conditions of the cars that were not always 
conducive to reading, the “move” into the imaginary was neither easy nor complete. Scholars 
have focused on the difference between travelers and “armchair tourists,” who, as Berte puts it, 
glean the “details of American destinations from the pages of Harper’s and Scribner’s.”56 These 
scholars have, however, overlooked the simultaneity of textual consumption and travel that 
guidebooks make visible. The use of travel and railway guides suggests that the relationship 
between railway reading and the experience of landscape (or geographical space) was always 
dialectical. Readers constructed images and expectations of land and space (and space-time) that 
were in constant dialogue with the physical experiences of travel.57 Guidebook reading and 
railroad travel, thus opened up an enormous field of alternative geographies, which many never 
have appeared as geopolitical realities in North America, but which nonetheless functioned as 
such to impart a sense of the world and to legitimate individual and national identities.  
Another British traveler, William Ferguson, describes his experience of American rail 
travel in the mid-1850s:  
We left Philadelphia at twelve, our destination being Charleston; and to reach it, we 
traveled over eight different railways, and went by water one part of the way. The route 
was as follows:—From Philadelphia to Baltimore, by the Philadelphia, Wilmington, and 
Baltimore railroad, 98 miles; from Baltimore to Washington, by the Washington branch 
of the Baltimore and Ohio railroad, 38 miles; from Washington to Acquia Creek, on the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
56 Berte, “Geography by Destination,” 171. Richard Gassan notes that in an earlier era, “The emergence 
of [leisure] travelers was increasingly noted in magazines and journals of the day, and their example 
became embedded in the minds of readers, many of whom could not yet afford tourism.” See Gassan, 
“The First American Tourist Guidebooks, 3. 
57 J. B. Harley argues that, “we have to consider for maps the effects of abstraction, uniformity, 
repeatability, and visuality in shaping mental structures and in imparting a sense of the places of the 
world. It is the disjunction between those senses of place and many alternative visions of what the world 
is, or what it might be, that has raised so many questions about the effect of cartography in society.” See 
Harley, 166-167.   
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Potomac river, by a steamer, 55 miles; from Acquia Creek to Richmond, by the 
Richmond, Fredericksburg, and Potomac railroad, 75 miles; from Richmond to 
Petersburg, by the Richmond and Petersburg railroad, 22 miles; from Petersburg to 
Weldon, by the Petersburg railroad, 64 miles; Weldon to Wilmington, by the Weldon and 
Wilmington railroad, 162 miles. We had thus to travel, without stopping, 514 miles. We 
remained one night at Ailmington, and then proceeded from Wilmington to Kingsville, 
by the Wilmington and Manchester railroad, 171 miles; and from Kingsville to 
Charleston by the South Carolina railroad, 105 miles; together 276 miles. In all, 790 
miles.58 
As his “guidebookese” suggests, Ferguson appears to have simply transcribed the tabular portion 
of his guidebook into this narrative form that, much like Sala’s description, gives the impression 
(and appearance) of cohesiveness and proximity, even over hundreds and hundreds of miles and 
across regional (or sectional) boundaries.59 Guidebooks promoted this version of national 
geography and travelers carried it with them in their minds. Beginning in the 1850s, guidebook 
publishers began to highlight “Through Routes” or “Combined Railroad Routes,” like the one 
Ferguson describes, to help long-distance travelers on America’s expanding rail networks 
navigate travel over scores of independently operated railroads whose schedules were frequently 
uncoordinated and which ran on different gauges.60  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
58 William Ferguson, America By River and Rail (London, 1856), 97-98. 
59 Ferguson does not give the name of the guidebook to which he refers, but he mentions his attempts to 
purchase a railway guide “to replace the one I had lost.” Ibid., 319. 
60 Passengers had different options on these combined routes, so passengers with the same departure and 
arrival points would get completely different versions of geography. William Chambers, for example, 
knows enough about the options he has to avoid a particular route. Traveling from Niagara to Cincinnati, 
Chambers elects to take the railway across Canada to Detroit [on the Great Western Railroad] rather than 
the Erie Railway, which “has become notorious for disorderly conduct, and interruptions…at different 
points by a change of gauge” and a “badly-regulated ferry” at Cleveland.” See Chambers, Things as They 
Are in America (Philadelphia: Lippincott, Grambo &Co., 1854), 145. 
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The semicolons in both Sala’s and Ferguson’s descriptions, or the dots representing 
depots on guidebook maps, conceal the messy realities of antebellum rail travel, especially 
interline connections, that shaped passengers’ conceptions of space-time and geography. After 
recording this dizzying list, Ferguson goes on to describe the kinds of “changes” he and the other 
passengers were required to make on long-distance journeys where the rails of one company met 
the other: 
Somewhere about four or five in the morning, we reach the capital of Old Dominion. It is 
very cold, and we have to get out in the middle of the street amongst the snow, which has 
been falling while we were sleeping. Here we change again for the fifth time, and get into 
an omnibus to cross the town to another station. Before leaving, however, we have to 
amuse ourselves as best we can for more than half an hour…At Petersburg we have to 
change again, a sixth time, and ride more than two miles in an omnibus by a most up-hill 
and down-dale road. Seated once more in the cars, we find we must wait an hour before 
the train starts for Weldon….The distance is sixty-four miles, and we get there at eleven, 
and make the seventh change. This time, however, both trains are in the same station…61 
Before the era of the “union station,” transferring from one line to another frequently involved 
travel to distant depots by way of other modes of conveyance—stagecoach, omnibus, steamboat, 
even make-shift raft—which shook up the rail traveler’s sense of space-time, direction, and 
location.62 Even when guidebooks attempt to describe the transfers, they can never approximate 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
61 Ibid., 101, 102. 
62 As Mike Esbester points out, “Landscape and timetable space were not necessarily coincident.” See 
Esbester’s, “Designing Time: The Deign and Use of Nineteenth-Century Transport Timetables.” Journal 
of Design History 22, no. 2 (2009): 91-113. Heading east to Cleveland on the Cleveland and Toledo Rail 
Road, one traveler writes, “the train drew up. The passengers hurried out, and walking down an inclined 
platform, reached the bank of a river, and placed themselves upon what seemed to be a raft, without a 
railing or guard of any kind along the sides. As it was exceedingly dark, I cannot venture on a description 
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the experience of actually traveling and the local information required to navigate the “changes” 
or layovers was almost always lacking. Passengers were obliged to connect the dots by gathering 
local knowledge from stagecoach drivers, steamboat captains, railroad officials, and others 
around depots, landings, and harbors willing to help. The versions of geography readers were 
encouraged to construct and traverse imaginatively were in constant dialogue with the versions 
they assembled while in motion (or, in Ferguson’s case, while waiting at the depot). In this 
particular example, the guidebook’s presentation of seamlessness is punctuated by repeated and 
often prolonged changes.  
Long-distance travel increased the potential for widely divergent versions of space. 
Because guidebooks, especially railway guides, were generally pocket-sized and because the 
print had to be large enough to read while in motion, the information each page contained was 
necessarily small. Therefore, travelers who required a more detailed view of the route than the 
foldout map could provide, were obliged to cognitively connect several compact (albeit larger-
scale), but not fixed or uniform, railway maps scattered throughout the guidebook. Those that 
were arranged alphabetically, like a gazetteer, rather than geographically only exacerbated the 
difficulty of producing usable mental maps. Furthermore, guidebook railway maps, like the maps 
Sala referred to, were mere “cutouts,” often oriented at unfamiliar axes to conform to the design 
of the page, and did little to inform the traveler’s sense of landscape, the trajectory of travel, or 
geographic context.63 Stringing together any number of these small, tightly-framed maps 
produced versions of geography at variance with the “national” foldout map; thus passengers 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
of this extraordinary ferry-boat, which crossed the Cuyahoga river with the passengers and their baggage 
in a manner by no means pleasant.” See William Chambers, Things as They Are in America, 146-47.  
63 Some guidebooks, beginning in the mid-1850s, began including foldout maps of major east-west trunk 
routes, which offered the cut and pasted version readers were accustomed to performing themselves. 
Many of these were advertisements promoting tourism or emigration. This trend increased over time as 
the transcontinental railroad neared completion in 1869. See, for example, The Travelers’ Official Guide 
of the Railways.  
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carried with them—imaginatively and materially—multiple conceptions of national space 
against which the reality of traveled space was measured.   
Although guidebooks appear to reinsert the “in-betweenness” obliterated by the 
conditions of rail travel and although they illustrate the impulse to describe travel in terms of 
connection, they are hardly records of Manifest Destiny. Guidebook use tended to emphasize the 
differences between abstract representations of national space and the physical experiences with 
land. This dialectical relationship suggests that each passenger, even those with the same travel 
itinerary, produced a unique version of geography.64 While historians have argued that the 
knowledge of national tour routes, along with the cultural context that reinforced the importance 
of these facilities to national identity and national unity, “made reading travelers into a social and 
cultural national glue,” the mass-produced guidebooks designed to simplify and standardize 
travel were largely responsible for producing geopolitical uncertainties that weakened the sense 
of national identity.65 Furthermore, travelers like Sala and Ferguson—lost, frustrated, 
disoriented, traveling shattered paths, all the while experiencing significant disruptions in space-
time consciousness—were not likely to feel anything like national adhesive. Guidebooks did not 
homogenize readers’ visions of national geography (as their wide circulation might suggest), but 
multiplied and complicated them.  
 
Design and method: undoing destiny 
 Accounts of early railroad travel reveal healthy skepticism of guidebooks. Lomazzi notes 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
64 Map historian Christian Jacob explains, “Interpretation [of a map] is a movement, at the same time, 
between the agency of authority (the normative power of the map) and unique and individualized 
itineraries—imaginary excursions, visual wandering, and intellectual poaching—which cause each 
individual, in his or her own way, to appropriate the geographical map, to become implicated in it and to 
circulate with it, to project his or her memories and desires into it. It is a movement, finally, between the 
graphic paths and the construction of a meaningful image.” See Jacob, The Sovereign Map, 271.  
65 Mackintosh, “Expected Sights,” 112. 
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that the “reliability of early independently published guides varied, so users were often reluctant 
to trust them,” and railroads often prohibited ticket agents from using them, requiring employees 
instead to refer to their own official timetables.66 But, if guidebooks were so unreliable (and 
there is evidence to suggest that they were), why was there such a market for them? Despite the 
growing frequency of rail travel and the rapid expansion of the transportation network, which 
created the demand for comprehensive guidebooks, more dependable sources of travel 
information, like handbills, newspaper and periodical advertisements still circulated, and maps 
and charts hanging in depots were still in view. Moreover, most travelers did not need the entire 
guidebook, but referred only to the few pages that described the particular route they wished to 
travel; even long-distance travelers only required a fraction of the guide’s maps and schedules. 
Frequent travelers were likely to familiarize themselves with schedules and accommodations 
along their routes and to become acquainted with agents, conductors, and other railwaymen, thus 
reducing their reliance on guidebooks. So, if guidebooks had questionable reputations, and if 
relatively trustworthy sources of traveling information circulated in other forms, consumers must 
have had other motivations for purchasing them and they must have gleaned something else from 
their pages.  
Undoubtedly passengers were persuaded by publishers’ claims that the guides were 
complete and official—the cover of Appletons’, for example, claimed it was printed “under the 
Supervision of the Railway Companies”—and that they dare not travel without one.67 But I 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
66 Lomazzi, Railroad Timetables, 73. In the Introduction to Mitchell’s New Traveller’s Guide Through the 
United States (1862), publisher Charles Desilver provides some insight into the state of consumer 
confidence and the questionable reputation of guidebooks. He is primarily concerned with the 
“cheapness, convenience, and permanence” of the guide. In order to provide for the last (and to contribute 
to the first), Desilver has omitted the hours of departure and arrival and the fares, two features that 
contribute to the guidebooks’ general unreliability and the fiction of network. 
67 In reality there was no external supervision. D. Appleton and Co. simply charged railroads for the 
publication of maps and schedules and eliminated any monitoring of accuracy in the schedules they 
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suggest that antebellum Americans read guidebooks for the same reason earlier generations 
consumed exploration narratives: they read to envision empire. They wanted to see living, 
growing proof of Manifest Destiny; they wanted to see vast and empty continental space 
transformed into national space; and they wanted to see technology triumph over geography. 
Guidebooks’ display of excess—more information than any single passenger could ever use—
appealed to Americans caught up in the excitement of the expansionist era. Travel and railway 
guides were serials of imperial expansion, monthly publications that recorded, not simply the 
progress of railroads or the development of the transportation infrastructure, but also the advance 
of democracy and civilization across the continent.68 They gave the impression of a complete and 
current description of national geography—an ever-increasing specificity of an ever-expanding 
geographic area.69 Guidebooks were stripped-down, streamlined products of the industrial age 
that appealed to consumers who wanted to see system and network and who demanded more 
frequent updates on destiny than had been possible in the age of exploration. Their planned 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
printed. Not until the National Association of General Passenger and Ticket Agents (NAGPTA) published 
The Travelers’ Official Guide of the Railways in March of 1868 could any guidebook be considered 
“supervised” or “official.” According to Lomazzi, the Official Guide became the “symbol of accuracy in 
travel guides.” See Lomazzi, Railroad Timetables, 74. 
68 Guidebooks are in many ways like the “open form” of periodicals. Susan Belasco argues that the form 
encourages readers to “shift from articles to stories to poems and to read backward and forward within a 
single issue.” See Belasco, “Whitman’s Poems in Periodicals: Prospects for Periodical Scholarship in the 
Digital Age.” The American Literature Scholar in the Digital Age, Amy E. Earhart and Andrew Jewell, 
eds. (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press and University Library, 2011), Elsewhere, Belasco 
describes that she calls “eclectic juxtapositions,” the ways in which “the pages of the periodicals often 
place a variety of materials in close proximity—in a kind of cultural conversation in which readers are 
invited to participate.” Guidebooks exhibit an “eclectic juxtaposition” of place that could be both 
disorienting and productive of new geographic conceptions. See, “Juxtaposition and Serendipity Teaching 
Periodicals in Nineteenth-Century American Literature,” American Periodicals 12 (2002): 89-95.  
69 Dinsomre’s American Railway Guide for 1851 claims, for example, to contain “correct tables” and a 
“complete railway map,” each of which is “corrected and published on the 1st of every month.” Nearly 
every guide carries such claims of accuracy and completeness. As the descriptiveness increases, so does 
the dialectical relationship between the represented and the experienced, which in turn increases the 
probability that travelers will see and experience something besides the description.   
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obsolescence made guidebooks the ideal print form to narrate the unabated unfolding of Manifest 
Destiny. 
However, guidebooks presented problems for consumers who wished to imagine imperial 
space; they altogether defied readers’ attempts to assemble a single image of national geography 
that could anchor visions of continental destiny—a resistance compounded by the individuality 
of geographic perception and the dialectical relationship between the representation of space and 
the bodily experience of travel. Instead, to an extent, readers imagined empire the way it was 
arranged by the editors and compilers of guidebooks; and those arrangements, often the result of 
geographical bias, design constraints, and/or political stiff-arming, were not fluid or contiguous, 
but scattered and disarticulated. From the beginning, editors experimented with methods of 
representing space and travel in an effort to increase the convenience and usefulness of the guide, 
a task that became more and more difficult as patchwork approached network.  
With the publication of his Travellers’ Guide Through the United States in 1836, 
Mitchell was among the first guidebook editors to confront the problem of organizing and laying 
out national transportation routes.70 The first two editions, published in 1832 and 1833 
respectively, simply bound together two foldouts—an index to routes and a national map—
devised to provide travelers with information more or less at a glance. This design, however, was 
nothing more than a temporary expedient. Although there appears to be some principle of 
organization, the index, like the “arrangements” printed on handbills and broadsides, was an 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
70 For information on previous editions of the Guide, see note 21 herein. Mitchell was, of course, not the 
first guidebook author in the United States. Most antebellum guidebooks took their form in the wake of 
Gideon Davison’s The Fashionable Tour, first published in 1822. Unlike Mitchell’s guide, which 
purported to be national in scope, Davison’s delineated only one route—the “fashionable tour” from New 
York up the Hudson River to Ballston Spa and Saratoga Springs. See also Richard Gassan, “The First 
American Tourist Guidebooks: Authorship and the Print Culture of the 1820s,” Book History 8 (2005): 
51-74, 52-54; and Dona Brown, Inventing New England (Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 
1995), 28.  
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inadequate form for the growing transportation network. Including any additional information 
would have required an inconveniently large foldout or rendered the print unreadably small. The 
single-sheet index form was also short-lived because it was impractical for travelers on the move 
who found the constant folding and unfolding extremely tedious.  
Unlike the index, which displayed all the information at once, the book form required 
some narrative order that shaped the way readers consumed and imagined national geography. 
Because compilers and editors sought the most intelligible, practical, and, therefore, profitable 
representations of the increasingly complex and expanding transportation network, antebellum 
guidebooks exhibit countless methods of organization. Few prefaces or introductions omit an 
explanation of the arrangement and its advantages over competing methods.71 Some early 
railway guides, like Colton’s Traveler and Tourist’s Guide-Book, organize information 
according to what T. Richard Addison, author of Appletons’ Illustrated Handbook of American 
Travel, would later call “the familiar geographical order of the various divisions of the 
country.”72 Adhering to this culturally prescribed order (a version of US space reproduced in 
countless atlases and geography textbooks), Colton identifies the various “political constituents” 
of the United States, which he lists in the “General Description” as follows: New England States, 
Middle States, Southern Atlantic States, South-western States, North-Western States, and Pacific 
States and Territories.73 But the “familiar geographical order” was certainly unfamiliar and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
71 For instance, in the “Advertisement” to Mitchell’s New Traveller’s Guide Through the United States, 
publisher Charles Desilver writes: “The travelled routes, comprising the chief Rail Road and Steamboat 
conveyances, have been arranged on a plan deemed better adapted to the wants of the traveler than any 
heretofore presented, all the connections with the more important routes being shown in a way to prevent 
confusion, and give general satisfaction.” See Samuel Augustus Mitchell, Mitchell’s New Traveller’s 
Guide (Philadelphia: Charles Desilver, 1862), iii. 
72 Appletons’ Illustrated Hand-Book of American Travel. Part I; The Eastern and Middle States, and the 
British Provinces (New York: D. Appleton & Co., 1857), 6. 
73 See Joseph Hutchins Colton, Colton’s Traveler’s and Tourist’s Guide-Book Through the United States 
of America and the Canadas (New York: J. H. Colton, 1850), xiii-xiv. 
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unsettling to many travelers from the South or West, whom national guides tended to 
marginalize.74  
National railway guides were published almost exclusively in the Northeast and 
distributed to countless corresponding publishers, newsagents, and retailers across the nation. We 
might be tempted to read guidebooks, and guidebook distribution, as evidence of an emerging 
national consciousness and a cohesive national community. After all, the same edition of 
Appletons’, for example, sold in places as diverse as New York and New Orleans. In principle, 
guidebooks were designed to be used by any traveler, regardless of location or destination. But 
their value was clearly not equivalent from region to region. Guidebooks that open with routes in 
the northeast could be very off-putting for Southerners, who grew tired of Yankee impositions 
and prejudice. As late as 1848, Doggett’s Railroad Guide and Gazetteer, a national railroad 
guide published in New York, failed to include vital information about the southern network. 
“OUR SOUTHERN FRIENDS,” notes Doggett at one point, “must not be disappointed that maps of all 
their roads are not in the present edition. As we intend to insert them hereafter, they will 
materially aid us by sending a pen-drawing—or other outline, map of their respective roads.”75 
Although the title page refers to the guidebook’s national distribution (it was sold “at the 
principal hotels in New York, Philadelphia, and Boston” and at bookstores in New York, Boston, 
Philadelphia, Baltimore, Albany, Springfield, Buffalo, Rochester, Cincinnati, Louisville, New 
Orleans, Vicksburg, and St. Louis”), Southern travelers were likely to find Doggett’s guide, 
which included detailed sectional maps of the northeast, less than useful.  
Even though sectional divisions and differences were pronounced in the antebellum era, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
74 Travel guides, which focus more specifically on narrative descriptions of routes, often only describe 
travel in one direction—from major northeastern cities outward. The monodirectional flow of travel 
strands travelers (virtually) in the south and west.  
75 Doggett’s Railroad Guide and Gazetteer (New York: John Doggett, Jr., 1848), 88. 
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especially with the passing of the Compromise of 1850, the requisite starting point for guides 
following the geographical principle of organization—Maine—is curious. In 1850, Maine only 
had 257 miles of railroad—not exactly a nexus of travel and tourism.76 Colton’s guidebook 
proceeds from Maine through each region state by state, delineating chiefly intrastate lines, 
“ROUTES IN NEW HAMPSHIRE,” “ROUTES IN VERMONT,” which emphasize the isolation and 
disconnection, not only of railroads, but of cities, states, and regions. Even when routes cut 
across state boundaries, they remain within circumscribed regional borders, compelling trans-
regional travelers to continuously flip through the guide to plot their own courses. The routes 
included in New York, for example, list connections between New York City and other cities on 
the eastern seaboard, namely, Boston, Philadelphia, and Washington, D. C. All three are 
contained in the section describing “THE PRINCIPLE TRAVELING ROUTES THROUGH NEW ENGLAND, 
THE MIDDLE STATES, AND THE CANADAS,” however extra-regional routes extending further south, 
west, or north than these destinations are only found in other sections of the guidebook. In the 
same manner, routes extending from Philadelphia reach New York, Baltimore, and Pittsburgh, 
but no further.  
In The Railway Journey, Schivelbusch describes what we might call the dialectic of 
diminished space. He argues that the shrinking of transport time made possible by the railroad 
caused an expansion of transport space by incorporating new areas into the transport network.77 
Rail networks that eventually connected disparate places (and the space in between) like New 
York and Chicago commercially (and even culturally) developed independent of, or in spite of, 
perceived regional differences and made vast geographic space “imageable,” as Kevin Lynch 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
76 For state-by-state mileage from 1830 to 1860, see Taylor, Transportation Revolution, 79. Compared to 
other states, railroads in Maine were still in their infancy. New York had 1,409 miles of track in 1850; 
Massachusetts had 1,042 miles, and Pennsylvania had 900 miles. 
77 Schivelbusch, The Railway Journey, 35. 
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might say.78 However, guidebooks arranged by an artificial geographical order, like Colton’s, 
disavow emerging networks, compelling consumers to produce new geographies that, in many 
cases, rearrange established commercial, political, and cultural ties. Routes from Baltimore and 
Washington, D. C. listed in the “New England and Middle States” section described above, for 
example, do not extend to Richmond or Charleston; instead readers found routes to and from 
those cities in the “Southern Atlantic” section, prefaced by a state-by-state description of the 
southern slave economy. Instead Colton includes these two Southern metropoles in the 
geography of the Northeast and disregards vital relationships among Southern slave-owning 
states. Furthermore, the rigid regional division of Colton’s guidebook severs vital connections 
between sites on the margins of each region, for instance routes that link Washington, D. C. (the 
southern extent of the “Middle States”) to Richmond (northern-most site of the “Southern 
Atlantic States”) or Baltimore (Middle States) to Cincinnati (North-Western States), thus 
producing significant gaps in travelers’ mental maps. The discrete and disconnected regional 
spaces produced by this guidebook refuse narratives of Manifest Destiny. 
 While some authors chose to organize their guidebooks according to accustomed 
geographical divisions, others pursued alternative methods. In the preface to the fourth edition of 
The American Traveler, or Tourists’ and Emigrants’ Guide, H. S. Tanner, describes the layout of 
his guidebook:  
In adjusting the various topics, a plan essentially different from that of any other work 
has been pursued. It is so framed, that everything connected with any given point can be 
found by turning to the place, which, as the work is arranged in alphabetical order, can be 
done with utmost facility…The object of the present work is to aid travellers and 
emigrants in passing through the country, by enabling them to select for themselves, the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
78 For more on Lynch’s definition of “imageability,” see note 19 herein.  
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routes and modes of conveyance most congenial to their wishes.79 
Tanner’s guides were popular because they tapped into antebellum readers’ familiarity with 
alphabetically organized geographic representation. Gazetteers, or geographical indexes, which 
provided readers and travelers with quick access to information about places and spaces, had 
long been a part of American geographic literacy.80 While many guidebooks included an 
alphabetical index to routes, Tanner brought the organizing principle of gazetteers to the form of 
the travel guide as a whole. But The American Traveler was more than a reference manual for 
armchair travelers; it included “an account, arranged in tabular form, of all the leading routes” 
from each city or large town and featured more than a dozen small-scale city maps to facilitate 
travel through all parts of the nation.81  
 Just as the geographically ordered representations of transportation routes produced 
disarticulated versions of national space, the alphabetical method reveals striking alternatives to 
the expansive and homogenous maps that underlie narratives of Manifest Destiny. Not only does 
the alphabetical catalogue juxtapose distant and dissimilar places, it presents a disruption in 
terms of scale. Small towns, like “Bellair, Md..” are listed without description and are followed 
by a figure in parentheses, “(156.),” that indicates its position on the corresponding foldout map 
(fig. 2.2). Larger towns occupy more discursive space and may include contextualizing 
descriptions of population, area, prominent structures, or vapid characterizations, like the one of 
Bethlehem, Pennsylvania: 
Bethlehem, P. (133.)   In Northampton county, 50 miles north of Philadelphia. Its 
inhabitants consist chiefly of Moravians, whose most extensive establishment is fixed 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
79 Henry Schenck Tanner, The American Traveler, or Tourists’ and Emigrants’ Guide Through the United 
States (New York: H. S. Tanner, 1846), iv. 
80 For more on gazetteers and geographical grammars, see Mackintosh, “Expected Sights,” 27-72. 
81 Tanner, The American Traveler, iv. 
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here. The town is characterized by a degree of neatness and order, seldom surpassed, 
which the peculiar regulations and habits of the people enable it to maintain. It is supplied 
with water from the Lehigh, by means of a forcing pump, erected nearly 80 years since.82 
Prominent cities, such as Boston, are described in even greater detail, and true to guidebook 
form, include a list of stage, steamboat, and railway routes from that city. Additionally, each 
major city features an accompanying map, though the scale renders them practically useless for 
travelers who required specific information about a given location (fig 2.3). Although the level of 
description may accurately reflect relative geographic size and influence, the way information is 
arranged in the guidebook causes locations to rise with varying intensity to the surface, at 
irregular intervals, scattered across geographic space—a very different picture of national 
geography than the one produced by Colton’s Travelers’ and Tourists’ Guidebook.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
82 Ibid., 17. 
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Figure 2.2  Two pages from Tanner’s American Travelers’ and Tourists’ Guide, 1846.  
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Figure 2.3  Small foldout map of Boston published in Tanner’s American Travelers’ and Tourists’ Guide, 
1846. 
 
As rail networks expanded across the nation, the task of laying out and organizing routes 
became more and more difficult. The American Railway Guide, the most popular guidebook in 
the United States up until Appletons’ Railway and Steam Navigation Guide began to dominate 
the market in the late 1850s, represents still another method of organization and illustrates the 
challenge guidebook reading presented to antebellum travelers. After a lengthy index to routes, 
including railroads, steamships, and steamboats, The Guide begins, without explanation, with the 
New York and Philadelphia Railroad Line. It is not surprising that Charles Cobb, the Guide’s 
compiler, chose to start with the New York and Philadelphia line; after all it comprised one of 
the most well-traveled commercial corridors in the United States and linked its two largest 
population centers. Over the next thirty pages, the Guide hovers over the Delaware Valley before 
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departing for central Pennsylvania; it then returns to Philadelphia, then turns south to Baltimore, 
east on the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad to Cumberland, back to Baltimore, south again on a 
number of lines toward Washington, Richmond, Raleigh, Charleston, Atlanta, and Savannah; 
then without warning, the Guide leaps from the LaGrange and Montgomery & West Point 
Railroad from Atlanta to Montgomery back to the Northeast to lines operated by the Erie 
Railroad between New York and Dunkirk on the shores of Lake Erie. It is unlikely that travelers 
ever read straight through the Guide in this manner, which produces wildly disarticulated 
versions of geography, but its lack of recognizable narrative order, despite its affirmations of 
accuracy and completeness, demonstrates how difficult railway information was to organize and 
consume. 
The American Railway Guide was the first to attempt to describe the new rail-centered 
transportation network in all its complexity and unevenness—which it repeatedly disavows—but 
it was baffling to read. In his study of nineteenth-century British timetables, Mike Esbester 
argues that readers were familiar with the tabular form and the reading it required. He notes that, 
“railway timetable producers drew upon tables found elsewhere in society. Items such as ledgers 
and accounts, bills of mortality, tide tables, logarithmic tables and almanacs used horizontal and 
vertical axes. The tabular arrangement was…widely distributed in society…so at least some 
people would have been familiar with the demands that the railway timetable made upon reading 
skills (particularly the need to read on both axes).”83 Although readers in the United States may 
have been just as familiar with the demands, the American Railway Guide was a whole new 
animal. Before listing the timetables, Cobb provides this notice, titled, “Explanations of Tables, 
Marks, Etc.,” reproduced here: 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
83 Esbester, “Designing Time,” 96. 
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Not only did travelers have to read on both axes, which, given the conditions of rail travel and 
the small print, was challenging enough, they now had a new, idiosyncratic set of symbols and 
codes to decipher, all of which could dramatically affect travel if misinterpreted. 
 In addition to the marks that appear in the timetables themselves, which were unique both 
to the Guide and to readers, long-distance travelers, or those whose travels required them to 
make connections, had “other references” to negotiate. Cobb’s objective is to eliminate 
inconvenient and continual references to the index of routes, but the marks and the 
corresponding references can be very distracting. Never before had rail travel appeared so 
coordinated and systematized, neither had readers been confronted with this kind of organization, 
nor overwhelmed by the sheer volume of transportation information and travel options. It made 
other guidebooks, like Colton’s and Tanner’s seem more like the old broadsides and handbills, 
too unsophisticated and simple for the modern traveler. The page containing the schedule for the 
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route between Oswego and Cayuga (fig. 2.4), for example, swells with details about connections, 
including what amounts to an advertisement for the “splendid steamers” of the Ithaca & Cayuga 
Lake Steamer Line and “Notes to Erie Railroad,” which have spilled over from previous pages 
onto this page. The different kinds of reading required to navigate a single journey could be 
overwhelming. Travelers were compelled to read on two axes; to interpret a variety of marks and 
symbols; to be cognizant of footnotes and references; to flip through pages, nimbly holding them 
in place with fingers and thumbs, to match up arrival and departure times of connecting trains or 
other conveyances; and to compare or confirm that route with maps of various sizes and scales—
all while in motion. Any disruptions in reading, due to the conditions of the passenger car, the 
ability of the traveler, or the usefulness of the guidebook, increased the probability for 
disruptions in geographic consciousness. 
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Figure 2.4  Cayuga & Susquehanna Railroad from The American Railway Guide, 1851. 
 
Over the course of the 1850s and 1860s, editors increasingly sought to imagine the 
traveler and to arrange guidebooks according to perceived travel patterns and practices, rather 
than the more artificial organizational principles previously utilized. Mitchell’s New Traveler’s 
Guide, published in 1862, for example, opens with this description of its arrangement:  
The travelled routes, comprising the chief Rail Road and Steamboat conveyances, have 
been adapted to the wants of the traveller more than any heretofore presented, all the 
connections with the more important routes being shown in a way to prevent confusion, 
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and give general satisfaction. To illustrate. Starting from Philadelphia, and going West to 
Pittsburg, the reader will perceive that, after going over the Pennsylvania Rail Road, his 
attention will be directed to the first Rail Road connection with it, to wit: the Philadelphia 
and West Chester Rail-Road, and subsequently to the second, third, and all other 
connections; thus enabling the traveller to make detours from a main line of travel, 
without being compelled to seek information other than his Guide Book will give him, so 
far as relates to routes to be traveled over, places to be reached, and distances from place 
to place.84 
Mitchell’s objective in choosing this method is to “prevent confusion, and give general 
satisfaction,” but focusing on the connecting lines, which point travelers in any number of 
different directions, obscures the main route and causes them to lose track of both the point of 
departure and the destination. The “detours,” thus disrupt the narrative structuring device on 
which guidebooks and passengers relied. Mitchell’s guidebook unfolds along major routes, but 
like Dinsmore’s American Railway Guide, there is no rhyme or reason to its arrangement and 
once a particular line has been followed to its terminus, it returns (typically east or north) to pick 
up a new route.  
 Contrast Mitchell’s method with that of T. Addison Richards, author of Appletons’ 
Illustrated Hand-Book of American Travel, a narrative companion to the Railway and Steam 
Navigation Guide and one of the nineteenth-centuries best sellers:  
We have thought it best to follow the familiar geographical order of the various divisions 
of the country, and thus to begin at Canada on the extreme north-east, and, continuing 
along the shores of the Atlantic and the Gulf of Mexico, end upon the Pacific, westward. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
84 Mitchell, Samuel Augustus. Mitchell’s New Traveller’s Guide Through the United States. 
(Philadelphia: Charles Desilver, 1862), iii-iv (emphasis in original). Mitchell’s method had not changed 
for over a decade—the 1849 version is nearly identical in this regard.  
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With rare exceptions, we have, instead of selecting a particular route and seeing all it 
offers of attraction, jumped at once to our especial destination, and then intimated the 
way by which it is reached. Thus if the traveler happens to be in New York or Boston, 
and desires to go to New Orleans, he will by turning to “New Orleans,” find the routes 
thither.85  
Travelers who originate from anywhere but the Northeast’s major rail centers, however, cannot 
“jump” with the same agility, nor do they arrive at the same seamlessness Richards imagines. 
But this modern revision of the geographical method offers new ways of seeing. At each major 
destination, the Hand-Book describes points of interest in the surrounding area. After cataloguing 
the attractions in Boston, for example, it directs readers to a handful of peripheral places of 
interest in all directions—Nahant, Philip’s Beach, Nantasket Beach, Lynn, Salem, and 
Newburyport, among others—before “jumping” to the Connecticut River valley. The effect of 
this layout is quite different from that produced by Mitchell’s guidebook. Unlike the attempt to 
unfold space linearly along corridors of rail travel (which breaks down under the sheer 
complexity of connecting lines), the Hand-Book represents national geography as a series of 
drops and ripples. Each major destination—New York, Baltimore, Charleston, Chicago—
represents a drop and the vicinity the ripples, which extend outward in all directions until they 
fade into the blank spaces of the railroad nation. Mitchell’s and Appletons’ guidebooks generally 
describe the same places and routes, but they encourage readers to construct space in 
dramatically different ways. Passengers on the same train, who consulted different guidebooks, 
could, therefore, construct distinct and vivid versions of American geography.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
85 Richards, Appletons’ Illustrated Hand-Book of American Travel, 6; my emphasis. What Richards does 
not mention is that long-distance travel, like the journey from New York or Boston to New Orleans, 
required travelers to consult multiple volumes of the Hand-Book, which was not only an inconvenience, 
and an added expense, but which amplified the difficulty of constructing and imagining geography as I 
mentioned above. 
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 As these examples illustrate, guidebooks asserted a great deal of authority over 
Americans’ geographical imagination, not only as a result of what they contained or how they 
were organized, but what they omitted. In an “Important Notice to Railway Companies” printed 
in the September 1864 issue of Appletons’ Railway and Steam Navigation Guide, the editor once 
again stresses the “necessity of our receiving the Time Tables at the very earliest moment: as by 
neglecting to furnish them, they not only do great injustice to the several roads represented by 
them, but to the GUIDE, to the traveling community, and to the public generally.” He continues: 
There are thousands of persons who have not the least idea of the facilities of travel at 
this time throughout the United States and the Canadas, and have no means of making 
themselves acquainted with the different routes of travel, except through the 
instrumentality of APPLETONS’ RAILWAY GUIDE. We would, therefore, urge upon the 
representatives of these new railways more especially, the importance of their giving this 
subject their careful consideration and attention.86 
Richards alludes to Appletons’ lead in railway guide sales, which made it an essential publication 
for railroads to announce their routes (in fact, he describes it as the only means of 
communicating travel information to the public), but he elects not to advertise the exorbitant fees 
D. Appleton and Co. charged for publication in their guidebooks. Many railroad officials, to the 
firm’s chagrin, and likely to their own detriment, elected not to pay or could not afford to pay for 
publication of timetables or maps. According to Lomazzi, the result was that “only token, 
abbreviated schedules from these roads were printed.”87  
 In the same notice Richards cites a correspondent from Chicago who writes in “reference 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
86 Appletons’ Railway and Steam Navigation Guide, September 1864. (New York: D. Appleton & Co.), 
46. The constant capitalization of “GUIDE” provides an indication of Addison’s assessment of its power 
and value. 
87 Lomazzi, Railroad Timetables, 74. 
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to the new route just opened between Brooklyn and Philadelphia”:  
Why is this route not represented in the GUIDE by map? In reply, we will state that a map 
of the route will appear in the October GUIDE, which will at once make it as familiar to 
the public as the Camden & Amboy…We have several maps in the hands of the engraver, 
which we are in hopes will be finished in time to appear in the October GUIDE.88 
What Addison plays off as a problem of production—the engraver cannot keep up with the 
demand for new maps—was more likely an example of D. Appleton and Co. flexing its muscle. 
Richards recognizes that in order for any route to be as familiar to the public as the Camden and 
Amboy, one of the United States’ longest-running and profitable lines, it must necessarily be 
included in the Guide. Officials of the new railroad no doubt recognized the value travelers 
placed on “accurate maps” and by referring specifically to the Camden and Amboy, Richards 
taunts the officials unwilling (or unable) to pay.89 Furthermore, he deliberately makes an 
example of the railroad servicing Brooklyn and Philadelphia by citing (or inventing) a traveler 
who was unable to verify the route by recourse to the map; considering the growth of the 
network and the fierce competition between railroads, steamboats, steamships, and other 
conveyances, few railroads could endure such negative attention. Richards’s boastful claim that 
the “instrumentality of the guide” alone makes information accessible to travelers could be 
interpreted as a selfless act of public service or, in this case, as a veiled threat to railroads and an 
intimation of the Guide’s power over geographic perception. Either way, guidebooks were not 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
88 Appletons’ Railway and Steam Navigation Guide, September 1864. (New York: D. Appleton & Co.), 
46.  
89 Gregory Ames argues that, “So great is the power of maps that when cartographic errors or distortions 
are recognized—no matter how astonishing or ridiculous—they seem only to cast in greater relief our 
implicit faith in their accuracy, as if exceptions prove the rule.” See Ames, “Forgetting St. Louis,” 30. As 
Mark Monmonier points out, “There’s no escape from the cartographic paradox: to present a useful and 
truthful picture, an accurate map must tell white lies.” See Monmonier, How to Lie with Maps (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1991), 1. 
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transparent representations of the transportation network. The organization of information (even 
the very inclusion of routes), the quality of maps and descriptions, and the endorsement of hotels 
or other tourist industries—was highly political and had the potential to dramatically shape the 
experience of travel and the user’s construction of national geography. 
 The correspondent’s comments also reveal the importance of maps to travelers and the 
power of maps to persuade.  Guidebook readers relied on maps to provide a visual confirmation 
of the route and to track the progress of a journey. With the exception of the experimentation 
with layout and design, maps received the most attention from the producers of guidebooks, who 
thoughtfully considered the size, scale, orientation, geographic frame, frequency, durability, and 
affordability of each map they produced and included. Guidebook editors, so far as they 
controlled the volume’s graphic representation, had to determine the best possible way to 
represent visually what the tables and descriptions do discursively. Before the introduction of 
lithography, map publishing was generally expensive and time consuming, consequently many 
guidebooks were published without maps and readers relied on the descriptions and tables alone 
or other cartographic sources. When guidebooks did contain maps, they were generally one of 
two types. Mitchell describes one type in the “Advertisement” to his 1849 Traveller’s Guide: 
The accompanying Map is somewhat larger than that in the old Guide, and contains a 
greater amount of information. It has been very carefully compiled from the best 
authorities, and will probably be found on inspection to be as complete in every particular 
as a work of the kind can be made in so condensed a form, combining at the same time 
clear and distinctive lettering. The advantages of such a map, presenting at one view and 
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smaller detached maps, differing is scale from one another, is believed to be sufficiently 
obvious.90 
Like other foldout maps of this type, Mitchell’s map simply cannot hold the “greater amount of 
information” he includes. Rails, roads, rivers, canals, state lines, place names, and mileage 
markers all pile on top of one another, making this map very difficult to read, especially in the 
densely populated Northeast and along commercial corridors of the Ohio and Mississippi 
Valleys. The advantages of this map, despite Mitchell’s claims, are decidedly unclear; Mitchell 
sacrifices utility for visions of national unity, and readability for detail.  
Although they produce a compelling and persuasive illusion of mastery over space, the 
“nation-at-a-glance” maps, like Mitchell’s, were far from producing a stable and iconic logo-
form of the nation. Oftentimes special features of the maps meant to enhance their usefulness and 
value obscured political boundaries rendering the nation unfixed and uncertain. The insets of 
major urban centers and river systems in the map accompanying the 1837 edition of Tanner’s 
American Traveller, for example, conceal state (or territorial) and national borders in the west 
and northwest. The detail and mathematical precision of the rest of the map stands in striking 
juxtaposition to the seemingly unfinished margins of the nation. Although the map’s insets, like 
those running down the left edge—Pottsville, PA, Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, Louisville, and New 
Orleans—produce a panoramic-like view of the nation, use of the guidebook belies the narrative 
of continuous landscape, proximity, and connection. Even as the political boundaries of the 
United States expanded, the growth of the nation was not reflected in subsequent guidebook 
maps, which remained tightly focused on the geography east of the Mississippi. Compared to the 
wider cartographic output of the age that celebrated destiny and sought to fix the borders of the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
90 Samuel Augustus Mitchell, Mitchell’s New Traveller’s Guide Through the United States (Philadelphia: 
Thomas, Cowperthwait & Co., 1849), 2. 
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nation at the Pacific to the west and the Rio Grande (or beyond) to the south, this type of 
guidebook map generally produced conservative and contracted versions of national space. 
 A review for Appleton’s Railway and Steam Navigation Guide, which describes another 
method of cartographic representation, illustrates the disadvantages of maps like Mitchell’s or 
Tanner’s as well as the competition among publishers to produce the most useful guide: 
[I]nstead of a general map, the accompaniment of the old guides—which, from the 
smallness of the scale on which it is graduated, is of very little use in a railroad car, and 
which, from its size, and the necessity of its being opened and re-opened, folded and re-
folded, is extremely inconvenient in a crowded conveyance—for this work, maps of 
several routes are engraved; and where it is a long one, the route has been continued on 
another map, in such a way as to be easily understood.91 
This method was employed with greater regularity between the 1850s and 1870s, and while it 
may have been a more convenient reference, it only provided travelers with a narrow view of 
space confined to a single route, which was often fractured and scattered throughout disparate 
pages of the guidebook (see Fig. 2.1). Rather than continually opening and folding the map, then, 
the route maps required readers to mentally assemble several smaller maps. Travelers who 
wished to locate and orient themselves or the route within a larger geographic frame were unable 
to do so. Later guides, like the National Railway Publication Company’s Travelers’ Official 
Guide of the Railways and Steam Navigation Lines in the United States and Canada, which first 
appeared in 1868 as a “correct and reliable” alternative to Appletons’, contain maps at both 
scales, national and local, including a number of railroad company advertisements featuring 
maps of their lines and connections. Before the Travelers’ Official Guide, integrated maps with a 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
91 Wellington Williams, Appletons’ Railroad and Steamboat Companion (New York: D. Appleton and 
Co., 1848), 3-4. 
	   	    
 
163 
variety of scales and frames, guidebook readers either viewed the nation in pieces, or as an 
unbroken—yet indeterminate—whole. When sutured together, the former still yielded an 
incomplete and disarticulated image, while the latter was not only utterly impractical as a 
cartographic reference for travelers, it depicted more blank space than transport space, 
emphasizing the “empty” and unincorporated (or unincorporable).  
Although they were advertised as indispensable, some guidebooks simply did not 
function the way their authors suggested. For example, in the Preface to The American Traveller, 
Tanner, describes how to use his guidebook: “The great leading roads can be found by referring 
to the cities and towns through which they pass, thus for example, if the road from Washington 
to New Orleans, be required, turn to the article ‘Washington,’ where will be found the route to 
Richmond, Va. Then to that of ‘Richmond,’ where the road to Raleigh is given, and so on.”92 If a 
traveler were to follow Tanner’s prescription, however, he would be sure to meet with disaster. 
First of all, the content and arrangement of the guide precludes the possibility of constructing a 
mental map of the route (however imperfect), like Sala does, and no explanation is given about 
the initial trajectory of the journey (i.e., through Richmond, Virginia). Moreover, travelers 
unfamiliar with the geographic location of Richmond (or any geographic feature) were likely 
obliged to flip back through the guide to the foldout map in order to find the “rhomb” (a 
corresponding numbered grid) that contains Richmond. The guide says nothing about the mode 
of travel—by stage to Fredericksburg, Maryland, and by railroad to Richmond—and recourse to 
the map, reproduced on a very small scale, is frustrating.93 Furthermore, there is no information 
about stagecoaches operating between Washington and Fredericksburg nor railroads running 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
92 Tanner, The American Traveller, 1.  
93 Reconstructing the route Tanner proposes, required a magnifying glass to verify the route and mode of 
transportation here and elsewhere.  
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between Fredericksburg and Richmond; travelers were compelled to locate that information in 
local publications.  
Having completed the first leg of the journey, assuming one was fortunate enough to 
arrive at Richmond, Tanner instructs the traveler to continue his route to New Orleans via 
Raleigh, North Carolina. The only direct means of transportation from Richmond to Raleigh, 
according to the guidebook, is by stagecoach. (At this juncture, Tanner’s prescription and his 
adherence to method overlooks alternative and more expeditious routes, like the railroad that 
runs between Richmond and Halifax, North Carolina, some 80 miles northeast of Raleigh). At 
Raleigh, Tanner’s instructions trail off into “so on” and we are compelled to reconstruct the rest 
of the journey in the same way original users of the guide may have been. Our virtual trip begins 
by following Tanner’s travel logic and trajectory to Columbia, South Carolina, which seems to 
be the most reasonable next step. Although travelers had the option to flip through the guide for 
other destinations, they were forced to locate them using the “rhombs,” which, despite the 
semblance of system, is a thoroughly frustrating enterprise, especially if the destination is 
uncertain and the mode of conveyance unknown. From Columbia, we make our way to Augusta, 
Georgia, near the border of South Carolina and Georgia, at which point we have reached the 
limits of the guide’s ability to direct us from Washington to New Orleans. Tanner’s own example 
of method and arrangement results in a dead end; since the guide does not list information under 
“Augusta,” we are left, some 600 miles from New Orleans, to fend for ourselves. While the route 
from Washington to New Orleans by way of the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers may have been 
clear to many antebellum travelers, Tanner’s prescription demonstrates another way guidebooks 
could produce versions of space that emphasized disarticulation and disconnection instead of 
network. Regardless of layout and method, guidebooks readers were in many instances 
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compelled to connect the dots of travel themselves, which required a prerequisite geographical 
knowledge not easily culled from the pages of guidebooks.  
The result of this simulation, which is not too far-fetched, is reminiscent of the railway 
mishap that opens this chapter. The inexperienced railway travelers, Clifford and Hepzibah, 
disembark in the middle of nowhere, which is not unlike being stranded hundreds of miles away 
from a given destination. Although points of departure and destination may have been clear to 
antebellum travelers, guidebooks’ methods of organization and representation often disrupted the 
destination narratives they were supposed to produce. As much as they insist on connection and 
seamlessness, guidebooks are prodigious indexes to gaps in the network, fractured paths, and 
blank spaces.  
 
Race on the rails: race, imperial affect, and geographic consciousness 
In his Appletons’ Northern and Eastern Traveller’s Guide, Wellington Williams waxed 
enthusiastic about the expansion of railroads making travel easier throughout the nation. 
Enabling his readers’ command of the new transportation network, he argued, would not only 
make them efficient travelers; it would also make them citizens of the entire nation, able to knit 
one section to another. “The eye of patriotism,” he wrote, “will here see portrayed those mighty 
works, whether completed or in progress, that are bringing the most distant parts of the Union 
into the neighborhood; and which, by blending into one the interests of the East and the West, 
the North and the South, are creating an additional guarantee for the repose and permanence of 
our great confederacy.”94 Williams suggests that guidebooks are, first and foremost, instruments 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
94 Wellington Williams, Appletons’ Northern and Eastern Traveller’s Guide: With New and Authentic 
Maps, Illustrating those Divisions of the Country.  Forming, Likewise, A Complete Guide to the Middle 
States, Canada, New Brunswick, and Nova Scotia ... Illustrated with Numerous Maps and Plans of Cities, 
Engraved on Steel, and Several Wood Engravings (New York: D. Appleton & Company, 1850), 3. 
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of connectivity and national imageability (though the nation’s cartographic image was at best 
vague and volatile through the antebellum era); but his expression of benign exceptionalism—
that railroads are bringing the distant parts of the Union into the neighborhood—ignores the 
reality of the railroad’s colonizing force, which instead, brought “the neighborhood,” with all the 
energy and power of a locomotive, into the distant parts of the North American continent.95 In 
addition to increasing concerns about industrialization and urbanization, the growth of the 
antebellum railroad exacerbated Americans’ anxiety about territorial expansion and its 
coincident contact with the frontier’s racial and ethnic differences.96 People and places that had 
once seemed at a safe distance from the “national neighborhood,” and had indeed shored up both 
its territorial boundaries and racial identity, were suddenly so close; moreover, the railroad did 
not simply open up settlement in far-flung locales, the return trip always brought people and 
things back.  
In the early 1880’s Max Maria von Weber maintained that, “before the humble footpath, 
before the cattle road, the railroad stretched itself through the wild savannah and primeval forest. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
95 Although writing about the transcontinental era, Frank Norris describes the pernicious effect of the 
railroad. In The Octopus, a novel based on the actual the bloody dispute between California wheat farmers 
and the Southern Pacific Railroad in 1880, Lyman Derrick examines an official railway map on which he 
sees, in the tangle of railway lines, the novel’s eponymous cephalopod: “The map was white, and it 
seemed as if all the colour which should have gone to vivify the various counties, towns, and cities 
marked upon it had been absorbed by that huge, sprawling organism, with its ruddy arteries converging to 
a central point. It was as though the State had been sucked white and colorless, and against this pallid 
background the red arteries of the monster stood out, swollen with life-blood, reaching out to infinity, 
gorged to bursting; an excrescence, a gigantic parasite fattening upon the life-blood of an entire 
commonwealth.” See Norris, The Octopus: A Story of California (Garden City, N.Y: The Sun Dial Press, 
Inc., 1938), 2:5. 
96 New Western Historians have long argued that “frontier” is a problematic term. Jeffery Hotz, for 
instance, argues that, “In U.S. history, the term frontier is only a frontier for one side and this expresses 
only one point of view, the American perspective.” Furthermore, it is an ideologically loaded term. 
Patricia Nelson Limerick notes that, “frontier” is “nationalistic and often racist (in essence, the area where 
white people get scarce).” See Hotz, Divergent Visions, Contested Spaces: The Early United States 
Through the Lens of Travel (New York: Routledge, 2006), 87); Limerick, The Legacy of Conquest: The 
Unbroken Past of the American West (New York: Norton, 1987), 85.  
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In Europe, the railroad facilitates traffic; in America, it creates it.”97 While the early railroad may 
not have created as much traffic as it later would in the transcontinental era, it nevertheless 
engendered precipitous contact with frontier populations. Even while the technology was still in 
its infancy, visions of the transcontinental railroad, which originated in the 1820s and evolved 
into a widely debated issue by the 1830s and 1840s, represented an important element of U.S. 
expansion. Advocates, like Asa Whitney, described the Pacific Railroad as a commercial venture 
preceding actual settlement: “I propose, by the work itself, to change the wilderness waste into 
cities, towns, villages, and richly cultivated fields, which of course would protect it from the 
Indians.”98 Early promoters, on both sides of the Mason-Dixon line, perceived the American 
continent as “a land of uninterrupted prairies, without population or civilization” destined for the 
transformative work of the railroad, but simultaneously (and paradoxically) as a space with dense 
enough Indian populations to pose a threat to the railroad, its laborers, and the nation’s vision of 
continental destiny.99 Detractors feared that the proposed lines through the contested regions of 
America’s “middle ground” to Oregon or through the Mexican provinces of California and 
Sonora to the Pacific, could never be protected from Indians and that facilitating traffic through 
Indian and Mexican territory, with their motley populations (despite the buffer of “culture” and 
agriculture Whitney anticipates), would threaten the nation’s imagined racial, cultural, and 
religious homogeneity. 
Among other things, travel and railway guides assuaged readers’ mounting concerns 
about the United States’ territorial ambitions by “nationalizing” newly acquired (or desired) 
geographic space, say, in Missouri Territory, Texas, or California, by representing it the same 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
97 Max Maria von Weber, Vom Rollenden Flügelrade (Berlin, 1882), 66 (emphasis in original); quoted in 
Schivelbusch, Railway Journey, 89. 
98 Asa Whitney, A Project for a Railroad to the Pacific (New York, 1849), 35. 
99 Ibid. 
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way they represent space in New York or Massachusetts: systematized, incorporated, networked, 
scheduled, and mapped. In the 1850 edition of Appletons’ Southern and Western Travellers’ 
Guide, for example, Williams depicts the newest stage and steamboat routes in Texas the same 
way he does every other route and destination.100 But more importantly, guidebooks had a 
tendency to write over and revise the racial and ethnic histories of the land they represented. In 
his description of the Falls of St. Anthony, Williams writes:  
[They] are situated on the Mississippi river, about 300 miles from its source, 792 from St. 
Louis, and 2,087 from the Gulf of Mexico. They are described as being more beautiful 
than the Falls of Niagara, but not so terrific and sublime. The fall is about 17 feet. At the 
Falls of St. Anthony a village has sprung up in a few months. There are now four saws, 
one shingle, and one lathe machine established here already. The rapids above and below 
the Falls add much to the beauty of the scene, and give to the spot a charm of no ordinary 
character.101 
Here the falls have been effectively Americanized: mapped, measured, coordinated, and recently 
re-inhabited. They are described as part of a vital commercial network that stretches the length of 
the nation—792 miles from St. Louis and over 2,000 miles from the Gulf of Mexico—and 
compared to one of the United States’ most popular and most publicized tourist attractions. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
100 See W. Williams, Appletons’ Southern and Western Travellers’ Guide (New York: D. Appleton & 
Co., 1850), 138-140. Although charters were issued and contracts awarded for the construction of 
railroads in Texas, including those given to the Texas Rail Road, Navigation, and Banking Company in 
1836, for various reasons, including public suspicion and the financial failure of railroad companies tied 
to real-estate promotion schemes, the railroads were slow to arrive in Texas. The Galveston and Red 
River Railway Company opened its first twenty-five mile segment between Houston and Cypress on July 
28, 1856.  See George C. Werner, “RAILROADS,” Handbook of Texas Online 
(http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/eqr01), accessed August 31, 2011. Published by the 
Texas State Historical Association. 
101 Williams, Appletons’ Southern and Western Traveller, 39.  
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Furthermore, the falls make up a picturesque “American” scene suitable for cultural reproduction 
and consumption.  
Given the generic conventions and context—this is a guidebook after all—this 
description may not raise an eyebrow if it were not for what follows. Set off, inexplicably, by 
quotation marks, as if to emphasize its difference from the preceding passage, Williams 
continues: 
“As the traveller listens to the solemn roar of the Falls, as it sinks into feeble echoes in 
the forests, a thrilling story is told him of the love and despair of a young Dacota Indian 
woman, who, goaded by jealousy towards her husband, who had taken another wife, 
placed her young children in a canoe, and chanting the remembrances of love and broken 
vows, precipitated herself and her infants down the Falls. Indian traditions say, that those 
ill-fated beings, together with their canoe, so perished that no trace of them was seen. But 
they suppose that her spirit still wanders near the spot, and that she is seen on sunny 
mornings, carrying her babes in the accustomed manner, bound to her bosom, and still 
mourning the inconsistency of her husband.”102 
The indigenous history—which incidentally has no storyteller; it is simply “told” (and told for 
them)—operates as a thrilling sideshow or ghost story intended to entertain readers and is no 
longer vital to the particular space. In fact, the next passage thoroughly effaces it: “In 1805 the 
United States purchased of the Sioux tribe of Indians a tract of land nine miles square, including 
the Falls of St. Anthony, for a military post, for the sum of $2,000. During the season of 
navigation steamboats run between St. Louis and the Falls of St. Anthony, charging $20 for the 
trip to and fro. They remain at the Falls for two or three days, sufficiently long for the tourist to 
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see every thing worthy of inspection.”103 The falls—and all their charm and beauty—have thus 
been nationalized: purchased, occupied, militarized, and taken up in American consciousness 
through print; furthermore, its indigenous history and specificity have been appropriated and 
commercialized by the tourist industry.104  
Guidebooks like Appletons’ Travellers’ Guides played a significant role in smoothing out 
the rough edges of America’s “divergent” racial and cultural histories and in trivializing the 
“inter-group contact situations” new transportation networks set in motion.105 In particular, the 
maps, often spare and perspicuous, simplified to emphasize route and destination, only represent 
the American version of continental history—a relatively recent (industrial) history at that. 
Although we might be tempted to view guidebooks and their maps as evidence of Manifest 
Destiny in progress and of Americans’ flourishing continental consciousness, antebellum 
travelers often confronted the reality of the frontier: a more crowded and contentious space than 
guidebooks depict, a space of conflict that cannot be glossed by the tourism industry or 
adequately mapped or reduced to system and myth. Whether discovering that guidebooks’ 
presentation of seamlessness and connection was mere fiction, or encountering the racial and 
ethnic differences they actively efface, traveling readers were compelled to sort through the 
contradictions of representation and experience themselves.  
In that sense, guidebooks were never solely responsible for engendering in travelers a 
feeling of conquest and colonization. The construction of geographic and imperial imagination 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
103 Ibid, 39-40.  
104 In his Western Tourist and Emigrant’s Guide, Colton manages the erasure of native history, not 
through commercialization, but by through the discourse of extinction: “Numerous remains of former and 
extinct races are found in various parts. These consist of mounds, and ancient fortifications of earth, 
articles of earthenware, &c.” See J. H. Colton, The Western Tourist and Emigrant’s Guide: Through the 
States of Ohio, Michigan, Indiana, Illinois, Missouri, Iowa and Wisconsin (New York: J. H. Colton and 
Company, 1855), 27-28. 
105 See Jack D. Forbes, “Frontiers in American History and the Role of the Frontier Historian.” 
Ethnohistory 15.2 (Spring 1968): 207. 
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was always the most dynamic (and problematic) where reading and riding intersected. As much 
as Americans boasted about the democratic nature of rail travel in the United States, passenger 
cars were largely segregated conveyances. John H. White Jr., notes that, “The great common 
compartment was proclaimed as more ‘republican’ in character, and thus more agreeable to the 
democratic ideals of the American traveling public, than the exclusive compartment car [of 
Europe]. In the common compartment passengers mingled freely without distinction of class or 
station.”106 Though this is certainly true, he also points out that, “Not only second-class 
accommodations but also first-class cars were in existence by the 1830s. Thus even during the 
pioneer period of railroads in this country, the American self-portrait of single-class travel was 
more a mythology than fact. Strong demand for both cheap and luxurious conveyances forced 
the railroads to develop specialized cars.”107 While White seems reluctant to acknowledge the 
intersection of race and class (the construction of luxurious cars went hand-in-hand with the 
strong demand from white upper-class passengers for segregated cars), race had a great deal to 
do with the experience of rail travel and geographic imagining in the United States; in fact the 
racial make-up of rolling stock had as much to do with travelers’ constructions of geographic 
imagination as the accommodations of the cars and the often intense physical conditions of early 
rail travel. 
Despite many claims of the railroad’s “republican” egalitarianism, the racial make up of 
first-class passenger cars reproduced, in modern form, conditions not unlike those experienced 
by earlier American explorers, which enkindled new fantasies of colonization and adventure.108 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
106 See John. The American Railroad Passenger Car, 8. In 1853 a trial lawyer eulogized the single-
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White, 203. 
107 Ibid., 203 
108 Eugene Alvarez argues that, “The early railroad car was a conspicuous example of the American 
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172 
In the early railroad era the “traveling public,” to borrow White’s term, if such a group existed, 
was largely white. Many of these passengers traveled among a largely homogenous racial group 
whose contact with racial others onboard the train was limited to slaves accompanying their 
masters, subordinate railway employees, or other service personnel on the periphery of both 
antebellum society and mainstream discourse. One British visitor to the United States observed: 
The signal-posts stride by us, the timber-yards fly by, and we are in the open country, 
with its zigzag snake fences, and Indian corn patches and piles of orange pumpkins. Now 
ladies come in from other carriages, for the restless or seeking traveller can walk all 
through an American train. We are seated in twos and twos, some at nuts, some at books, 
some flirting, some musing, some chatting, some discussing 'the irrepressible squabble,' 
many chewings, or cutting plugs of tobacco from long wedges, produced from their 
waistcoat-pockets. The candy-boys have been round three times, the negro boys with the 
water-can twice, the lad with the book-basket once.109 
The “railway flaneurs” described in this passage are the types of travelers Williams, and other 
guidebook producers, had in mind and the types guidebooks actively interpolated through 
advertisements for luxurious hotels, “binocular landscape glasses,” and international steamship 
lines; descriptions of popular tourist destinations and culturally significant sites; and the highly 
anthropological accounts of indigenous landmarks and places. The relative absence of racial 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
lacking in the type of class consciousness which would have resulted in different cars for each social 
class. With the exception of most Negroes, some immigrants, and those cars reserved for ladies, all 
passengers mingled together and shared equally the uncertainties of the road.” See Alvarez, Travel on 
Southern Antebellum Railroads, 1828, 1860 (University: University of Alabama Press, 1974), 126 (my 
emphasis). Of Southern railroads, Aaron Marrs notes that, “When the Southside Railroad began operating 
in Virginia, it owned two “passenger cars” and one “2nd Class passenger car.” Clearly, southern railroads 
themselves were prepared to divide customers, despite the popular myth of the egalitarian rail car. While 
the car itself may have been more open than its European counterpart, passengers were segregated before 
they even boarded the train.” See Marrs, Railroads in the Old South, 151. 
109 See “Rail-Way Cars in America,” The Illustrated London News, April 6, 1861.  
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others in the passenger cars, coupled with guidebooks’ illusion of networked space and the 
railroad’s perceived subjugation of the land, produced a kind of colonial affect in many 
passengers resulting in expansive, unbounded visions of continental space ripe for conquest. 
 Of course, these imperial fantasies were not (as) available to other passengers, including 
the majority of immigrants and free and enslaved African Americans, whose “accommodations” 
often obstructed their views of passing landscape and whose access to printed forms was often 
limited. “Emigrant” or half-fare cars, like those ordered by the Illinois Central in 1855, were 
simply converted boxcars—stark and comfortless equipment, as White says, “adapted to the 
lowest possible fares” to handle the increased tempo of Western settlement or the growing 
number of travelers who were otherwise obliged, because of race or class, to ride second-class.110 
White continues: “Windows were placed on either side of the center doors, end doors were cut 
in, and seats were installed…[T]he Michigan Central [also] reported that it had fifty cars on the 
same general plan. End platforms were added and the seats were removable, so that emigrants 
could be carried west and freight east. Here was passenger transport at the most basic level.”111 
“Emigrant” cars, as they were called, whether built specifically for the purpose of 
accommodating the influx of racially non-white immigrants and western emigrants or merely the 
broken-down coaches no longer fit for first-class passenger service, were commonly stark and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
110 White, American Passenger Car, 466. In his nearly 700-page volume, White never mentions 
accommodations for slaves. Apparently slaves were not passengers, but mere cargo. White relates the 
following report published by Railway World in July 1867 concerning emigrant accommodations on the 
Grand Trunk Railroad (Canada): “An estimated 800 to 900 Germans were crammed into ten boxcars that 
had not been adapted to passenger service except for boards nailed partway up at the side door openings 
and a small hole cut into the upper rear corner for ventilation. No seats, windows, stoves, water coolers, 
or toilets were provided. The wretched assembly had endured these grim quarters for three days when 
they passed through Guelph, Ontario, and were seen by a local reporter. They had many more miles to 
travel before reaching their destination in Western Canada. As the train stopped at Guelph, several pails 
of water were passed up into the cars, but the train pulled out before more could be provided. The reporter 
called it the most inhumane and shameful scene he had ever witnessed.”  
111 Ibid.  
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comfortless with none of the “frivolous indulgences,” such as stoves, padded seats, water 
coolers, or lamps. The absence of seat-side windows in many of the converted boxcars caused 
passengers to more easily lose contact with the landscape—a sense of place, space, and direction 
that was difficult to reestablish without reference to printed sources, like guidebooks, or adequate 
light by which to read one. Though many, like Knud Knudsen, a Norwegian emigrant to the US 
in 1839, were “astounded at the sight of the railroad and thrilled by the experience of riding 
one,” immigrant visions of American geography no doubt diverged from those enabled by 
guidebooks and the colonizing atmosphere of the cars.112  
 If “emigrant cars” were spartan and comfortless, the “nigger cars” designated for both 
bonded and free African Americans, made the former seem more like Pullman Palace cars. 
Traveling out of Richmond in the 1850s, Frederick Law Olmsted noted that his train included 
two passenger and two freight cars. The latter were filled with about forty slaves belonging to a 
trader, who was sending them south to be auctioned on the block.113 In the antebellum South, 
slaves were not passengers, but cargo, and “shipped” as such without any consideration for 
accommodations; the freight cars utilized by the domestic slave trade were not equipped with 
windows, seating, lamps, stoves, toilets, or any of the other “luxuries” afforded passengers of the 
emigrant cars. Although some individual slaves were permitted to travel with their white 
masters, the large groups of “human cattle,” like those Olmsted observes, were herded into 
separate cars.114  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
112 Theodore Christian Blegen and Gunnar Johannes Malmin, Norwegian Emigrant Songs and Ballads 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1936), 30.  
113 Frederick Law Olmsted, The Slave States Before the Civil War (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 
1959), 47-48.  
114 See letter from Joseph Wharton to William Wharton, January 28, 1853, in H. Larry Ingle, ed., “Joseph 
Wharton Goes South, 1853,” South Carolina Historical Magazine 96 (October 1995), 311; also quoted in 
Marrs, Railroads of the Old South, 110. Marrs suggests that “despite the South’s commitment to racial 
slavery, railroads demonstrated that racial barriers were not entirely stable. Certain slaves, such as female 
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 Racial segregation on the rails was, of course, not limited to slaves or to the South. 
Charles Dickens noticed, for example, that blacks were hardly ever seen traveling with Northern 
whites since they were placed in a “Negro car”: “a great, blundering clumsy chest, such as 
Gulliver put to sea in from the kingdom of Brobdingnag.”115 Other descriptions of these singular 
accommodations were not so romantic. Traveling between Philadelphia and Baltimore in 1846, 
Alexander Mackay witnessed a railway conductor expel a man from the coach because of his 
color: “He was not a slave; but not a soul remonstrated, not a whisper was heard in his behalf. 
The silence of all indicated their approval of this petty manifestation of the tyranny of blood.”116 
Greatly concerned, the Scottish-born journalist asked the conductor where he had been sent. “Put 
him?—in the nigger crib, to be sure, where he should be,” was the reply. The remaining 
passengers in the car approved. One young man remarked that it “Sarved the d—d nigger right”; 
amid peals of laughter, others added, “He’ll know his place better next time, the b— —y 
mongrel!” Mackay’s curiosity by this time could not be contained and he asked the conductor if 
he might see the “crib” to which this man had been directed: 
  “Can I see it?” I inquired 
 “You can, if you have a taste that way,” he replied; “Keep on ahead, straight 
through the baggage van, and you’ll see them all alive.” 
I did as directed, until at length I passed through the van in which the luggage was 
stowed, and between which and the tender was a cold, comfortless-looking box, with a 
few hard, uncovered seats, which were occupied by about a dozen negroes. There they 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
slaves accompanying a mistress, were allowed to travel in coaches with white passengers, whereas others, 
such as gangs of agricultural laborers, were forced into seatless boxcars.” See Marrs, Railroads of the Old 
South, 8-9.  
115 Charles Dickens, American Notes (Greenwich, CT: Fawcett Publications, Inc., 1961), 79. 
116 Alexander Mackay, The Western World; Or Travels in the United States in 1846-47: Exhibiting Them 
in Their Latest Development, Social, Political and Industrial. 3 vols. (London: R. Bentley, 1849), 153.  
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were by themselves, of both sexes, and of almost all ages, some of them silent and sullen, 
others jabbering like so many monkeys, all laughing immoderately—but all looking 
equally stolid when their features were at rest. One of them, a woman, had a child in her 
arms, which she pressed close to her breast to keep it warm; for through the day was 
bitter cold, there was not stove in the comfortless “crib.”117 
The front-end cars of passenger trains were usually utility cars—mail cars, tender (coal or wood 
and water), and baggage cars. Those occupying the front end were, therefore, not passengers, but 
roughly equivalent to the cargo carried by the locomotive. Although the locomotive power that 
sped passengers along the rails—whether black, white, or any shade in between, slave or free—
was democratic, their experiences of travel and geographic consciousness contrasted 
dramatically. 
For some slaves, the idea of the railroad compressed slavery’s geography, bringing closer 
the fantasies of freedom in distant Northern cities. Although the route from Baltimore to 
Philadelphia in 1838 was broken up by ferry boat at Harve de Grace across the Susquehanna 
River and by steamboat up the Delaware River, Frederick Douglass knew enough about the 
railroad’s “very high rate of speed” and the “jostle…and natural haste of the conductor,” to 
choose it as his vehicle to freedom—even to carry him over “the border lines between slavery 
and freedom” that were so “dangerous…for the fugitives.”118 For others, the railroad expanded 
the geography of the slave-holding South, bringing an ever-proliferating number of sites of 
cruelty and deprivation into communication.119 Either way, the realities of being transported, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
117 Ibid., 154-155. 
118 Frederick Douglass, Life and Times of Frederick Douglass; Written by Himself (1893 reprint), New 
York: Library of America, 1994), 643-645.  
119 Rachel Adams reminds us that slaves and free blacks in the South had a wider collective geographic 
imaginary than we might think. Turning to the North American continent as a frame of inquiry, she notes 
that, “In slave narratives and other well-known documents of North American slavery,” she notes, “it is 
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whether in boxcars or baggage cars, significantly shaped geographic imagination. Much of the 
information and stimuli that otherwise gave substance and form to travelers’ emerging 
geographic models was withheld from the passengers of the “crib.” The discomfort, darkness, 
and the almost complete disconnection from the landscape rendered it nearly impossible for 
many African Americans passengers to construct models of geography; slaves’ limited access to 
printed texts that mediated travel for other railroad passengers prevented them from constructing 
the kinds of narratives that structured travel and geography, however broken or incomplete they 
were, for other passengers. Slave gangs transported in boxcars or cattle cars, for example, may 
have had some idea of direction and destination, but that sense was easily lost without reference 
to the passing landscape (through a window, for example) or recourse to a guidebook or map.  
The absence of printed sources combined with their obstructed views from the cars 
compelled many underprivileged passengers to find alternative structuring devices to help them 
make sense of the geography they traveled. Most railroad travelers, as Gregory Ames has pointed 
out, “focused on their destinations, and the ease with which intermediate towns stretched like 
beads on a rosary conveyed reassurance to the weary sojourner.”120 But guidebooks’ depiction of 
cities and towns did more than simply reassure travelers; the dots on railroad maps were not 
merely destinations, but depots. Citing one nineteenth-century author, James Ronda and Carlos 
Schwantes put it this way: “‘The railroad station was [the small town’s] one connecting link with 
the outside world.’ That link made the station both the center and gateway.” They continue:  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
axiomatic that north is the direction of liberty and enlightenment. Fugitive slaves who crossed U.S. 
borders went to Canada, not Mexico, the story goes. Familiar images of the Underground Railroad, the 
North Star, and the Canadian Promised Land, have obscured the fact that slaves from the United States 
actually traveled in many directions in search of freedom.” Slaves who sought freedom in Spanish Florida 
and Mexico “[confound] a geographic imaginary that equates freedom with flight to the north.” See 
Adams, Continental Divides, 61-62.  
120 Ames, “Forgetting St. Louis,” 39. 
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[T]he depot was a public space—a place to get the latest news and hear the freshest 
gossip. This was the place to check the time, inquire about the arrival of the new Sears 
catalogue, and argue about politics and weather. Here were message blanks for Western 
Union and carts ready for stacks of boxes from Railway Express. Heading up Main Street 
to Railroad Avenue meant connecting to a wider world. No place seems more alive, more 
up-to-date than the depot.121 
Not only did the out-of-scale representation in guidebooks—railroad stations appear to cover 
dozens of miles in circumference—emphasize activity and commerce, it also made depots seem 
a common junction.122 Though, as we have seen, travelers’ experiences were often at odds with 
guidebooks and maps, they were nonetheless encouraged to connect the dots, to construct 
constellations, and to imagine network.  
In a dark and comfortless boxcar, the arrival at and departure from depots were likely the 
only things that gave structure to a slave’s journey, though the narrative is dramatically 
different.123 In My Life in the South, Jacob Stroyer describes what the depot meant to slaves. 
Upon the death of his master’s son, his slaves, including Stroyer’s sisters, were sold to a slave 
trader destined for Louisiana. “The women and children,” he recalls, “were driven to the depot in 
crowds, like so many cattle, and the sight of them caused great excitement among master’s 
negroes.”124 He continues: 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
121 Ronda and Schwantes, The West the Railroads Made, 152-153.  
122 Ames mentions that railroad maps “give a false impression of a continuous railroad network. In fact, 
the nation was a bundle of different gauges through the 1870s and was not physically connected until the 
5-foot-gauge Southern railroads shifted in 1886 to the ‘standard’ gauge of 4 feet 8-½ inches of the 
dominant northern and western carriers.” See Ames, “Forgetting St. Louis,” 31.  
123 My intention here is not to reduce the experience of blacks on the rails to slave-gang transportation; I 
am only trying to draw attention, by way of hyperbole, to the various conditions for geographic imagining 
on board antebellum trains. 
124 Jacob Stroyer, “My Life in the South,” in Five American Slave Narratives, ed. William Loren Katz 
(New York: Arno, 1968), 40.  
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The excitement was so great that the overseer and driver could not control the relatives 
and friends of those that were going away, as a large crowd of both old and young went 
down to the depot to see them off…We arrived at the depot and had to wait for the cars to 
bring [those who had resisted] from the Sumterville jail, but they soon came in sight, and 
when the noise of the cars had died away, we heard the wailing and shrieks from those in 
the cars…While the cars were at the depot a large crowd of white people gathered, 
laughing and talking about the prospect of negro traffic; but when the cars began to 
start…the colored people cried out with one voice as though the heavens and earth were 
coming together, and it was so pitiful that those hard-hearted white men, who had been 
accustomed to driving slaves all their lives, shed tears like children. As the cars moved 
away we heard the weeping and wailing from the slaves as far as human voice could be 
heard; and from that time to the present I have neither seen nor heard from my two 
sisters, nor any of those who left Clarkson depot on that memorable day.125 
What Stroyer describes as a place of liveliness and business for the whites anticipating the sale of 
slaves, is for him and his fellow captives, a place of profound pain. As slaves transported on the 
rails well understood, Southern depots, because they were the center of activity for many 
antebellum communities, could transform at any time into impromptu slave markets; some of the 
slaves who had gathered at the Clarkson depot made a spectacle of themselves—“fiddling, 
picking banjo, and dancing as they used to do in their cabins on the plantations”—knew that the 
depot was a place of “negro traffic.” Stroyer remembers, “Those who were so merry had very 
bad masters, and even though they stood a chance of being sold to one as bad or even worse, yet 
they were glad to be rid of the one they knew.”126 The same depots that structured geographic 	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conceptions and gave rise to fantasies of network and ease were nodes of acute suffering and 
separation for slaves.  
 Using a mode of transportation that utilized print and visual media unlike any before it, 
the human cargo of immigrant boxcars and “nigger cribs” relied heavily on faculties other than 
vision for their constructions of geographic space. Almost completely denied the power of sight 
to make sense of geography, these passengers felt space instead through sound: a conductor 
calling out depots, the too often traumatic activity of the platform, the whistle announcing the 
train’s approach.127 The myth of Manifest Destiny is maintained by mechanisms of perception: 
maps produce and perpetuate it; the setting sun and vanishing horizon of mid-century landscape 
painting, like those of Albert Bierstadt, convey without translation its expansionist ideology; 
even the long, sleek American passenger cars embody its inexorable headlong rush to empire. 
But many passengers had no recourse to the mode of imagination dominating the period, nor its 
print mechanisms. They rode, as it were, underwater, bobbing up intermittently at depots or way-
stations, travelling at erratic speeds that made space expand or contrast. Though for different 
reasons and certainly to a different extent, rail travel engendered in many passengers a sense of 
disorientation. In other words, for most passengers of the antebellum railroad, riding the rails 
was anything but the thrill of destiny.  
  
  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
127 In Listening to Nineteenth Century America, sensorial historian, Mark M. Smith argues, “for reasons 
that have to do with the nineteenth-century preoccupation with visuality, the rise of print culture, and the 
long shadows cast by these developments, it seems fair to say that a good deal of historical work 
interprets the past principally, if unwittingly and implicitly through historical actors’ eyes...But there is no 
legitimate reason to read the past solely through contemporaries’ vision.” Smith makes a case for aural 
history, suggesting that sound is “another, additional, often complementary way people experienced and 
made sense of their lives, environments, relationships, and identities.” See Smith, Listening to Nineteenth-
Century America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 2001), 6. 
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Round trip: a return to Pyncheon Street 
 I opened this chapter with an account of the Pyncheons’ flight from the seven-gabled 
mansion and the mysterious circumstances of their cousin’s death. Clifford had already 
demonstrated uncharacteristic decisiveness and energy, quickly ushering his sister out into the 
chill summer morning toward the center of town, but the train they board dilates his mind and 
soul. Hawthorne joins the Pyncheon’s long awaited, if fugacious, freedom (from the 
pervasiveness of Judge Pyncheon’s presence, from the oppressiveness of history, genealogy, and 
place) with the freedom (from the bounds of space and time) offered by the railroad’s 
transcendent locomotion. The railroad’s “spiritualize[d] travel” is a fitting analog of Clifford’s 
state of mind; it expands his vision and awakens within him a desire for transience and human 
connection. Hepzibah, on the other hand, still “full of horror at what she had seen” obeys 
Clifford’s instructions unquestionably and follows him (or is led with him) to the station.128 With 
a mind “too unmalleable to take [the] new impressions” of the landscape “racing past them,” or 
the “interior life” of the busy passenger car, Hepzibah’s railway journey is both terrifying and 
isolating. The narrator explains: 
Fast and far as they had rattled and clattered along the iron track, they might just as well, 
as regarded Hepzibah’s mental images, have been passing up and down Pyncheon-street. 
With miles and miles of varied scenery between, there was no scene for her, save the 
seven old gable-peaks…This one old house was everywhere! It transported its great, 
lumbering bulk, with more than railroad speed, and set itself phlegmatically down on 
whatever spot she glanced at. (256) 
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hither, they now found themselves passing beneath the arched entrance of a large structure of gray stone” 
(256; my emphasis). 
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Unlike Clifford’s capacious, rambling imagination, Hepzibah’s mental images remain tightly 
circumscribed, comprised only of local geography and familiar, distressing scenes. The railroad 
does not expand her geographic consciousness, nor do the intoxicating prophecies of destiny 
arouse her from her dreams.  
As this episode and my close analysis of guidebooks suggest, the lived experience of 
daily rail travel reveals a striking counternarrative of popular railroad history. Like the short-
sighted Hepzibah—and Clifford, whose harangue delivered onboard the train is ironically 
abstracted from the physical landscape—many antebellum travelers had not yet developed the 
perceptual capacities to make sense of rail travel. Hawthorne devotes only one brief paragraph to 
the passengers’ relationship to the passing landscape, which the narrator describes as alien and 
unsettling. Perhaps guidebooks were so popular because they were thought to remove the 
guesswork from travel; there appears to have been an impulse to look at the guide, to be seduced 
by narratives of destination, and to ignore the physical difficulties and perceptual challenges of 
early railroad travel. However, railway passengers who sought direction and contextualization 
from popular guidebooks were simply unable to assemble smooth, comprehensive images of 
national geography from their pages and actual travel further fractured the fantasy of connection. 
There is no question that the discourse of destiny circulated during this period, but the 
intersection of guidebook reading and rail travel suggests that we cannot so easily attach its star 
to the speeding locomotive.   
 
   
Chapter Three 
CLASSROOMS AND CONTINENTS: 
Discipline, Pedagogy, and Late Nineteenth-Century Geography Textbooks 
 
[T]he common-school system of America is celebrated as one of the 
finest in the world, and it has also an educational literature of which it 
may well be proud. To preserve these schools and this literature in 
honesty and integrity should be the desire of every citizen. The ‘rising 
generation,’ the vital force in the nation, comes fresh from the influence 
of the teaching class, who may be said to have a large share in the 
molding of the nation. The home and the schoolrooms are the nurseries 
of out national life. 
   —Publisher’s Weekly, Feb. 13, 1873 
     
Only the maps which look empty are well remembered. 
—Arnold Guyot, Geographical Teaching (1866) 
 
My ties and ballasts leave me….I travel….I sail….my  
elbows rest in the sea-gaps, 
I skirt the sierras….my palms cover the continents, 
I am afoot with my vision. 
   —Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass (1855) 
 
When it comes to Manifest Destiny and the culture of U.S. imperial expansion, American 
Studies scholarship fixates on two iconic images: George Crofutt’s 1873 reprint of John Gast’s 
iconic oil painting, American Progress (fig. 3.1), and Frances Palmer’s 1868 Across the 
Continent: Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way (fig. 3.2).1 Scholars routinely deploy 
them, often with minimal and nearly identical description, as visual analogs of the century’s most 
widely accepted model of geographic consciousness. As “ubiquitous advertisements for the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 An engraving of Gast’s painting was featured in several editions of George Crofutt’s Trans-Continental 
Tourist Guide starting in 1873 and a chromolithograph was given gratis to each subscriber of Crofutt’s 
Western World. American Progress is featured, for example, in Amy S. Greenberg, Manifest Manhood 
and the Antebellum American Empire. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005; Carlos A. 
Schwantes and James P. Ronda, The West the Railroads Made. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 
2008; Kris Fresonke, West of Emerson: The Design of Manifest Destiny. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2003; Bruce Cumings, Dominion from Sea to Sea: Pacific Ascendancy and American 
Power. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009. Palmer’s Across the Continent was published by 
Currier and Ives, the largest and most successful lithography firm in the United States, and sold, hand-
tinted or plain, anywhere from fifteen to twenty-five cents. It is featured, for example, on the cover of 
Thomas R. Hietala’s Manifest Design: American Exceptionalism & Empire. Rev. ed. Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2003.  
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westering life,” each image shows a nation in process, the destination vague, yet distant and 
inevitable, somewhere west where wildlife, wagon trains, and railroad tracks fade from view.2 
While each has been analyzed particularly for its depiction of railroads, as the final step (together 
with the telegraph) in the nation’s triumph over space and time, or in regards to the removal and 
eradication of Native Americans, they appear a better fit for the previous chapter.  
Although some of the images’ less conspicuous details, like those referencing the role of 
education in the nation’s imperial course, have not completely escaped the notice of critics, they 
have rarely received sustained attention. The formal elements of Palmer’s print, an inexpensive 
and widely circulated material object that contributed to Americans’ understanding of U.S. 
imperial expansion, illustrate these scholarly preoccupations. The sharp diagonal line of the 
railroad tracks, which splits the image in half (pristine wilderness on one side and bustling 
frontier settlement on the other), first draws our eyes up to its vanishing point on the western 
horizon then back down to the two indigenous figures on horseback smoked out in the wake of 
the seething locomotive. Only after these iterations of trajectory, technological ascendancy, and 
racial superiority have been registered does the “PUBLIC SCHOOL” in the foreground come 
into view. Likewise, the layers of westering activity across bare and homogenous space in Gast’s 
scene, the fleeing natives, the oncoming wagon train and stagecoach, the racing passenger trains, 
and the coil of telegraph wire, distract our attention from the schoolbook carried in the arm of the 
angel of progress.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 See Cumings, Dominion from Sea to Sea, 77. Roy King and Burke Davis dub Currier and Ives “apostles 
of American progress” and refer to Palmer’s 1868 print, which features a through train from New York to 
San Francisco at least a year before the first transcontinental journey was made, as a “prophetic 
panorama.” Indeed, as they claim, “Publication [of Across the Continent] came six years after Mrs. 
Palmer’s rough sketches, when the partners judged that the time was ripe.” See King and Davis, The 
World of Currier and Ives (New York: Random House, 1968), 64. 
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Figure 3.1  John Gast, American Progress, 1872. Chromolithograph published by George A. Crofutt in 
1873. 
 
But schooling and schoolhouses, as much as any technology or the racialized violence 
perpetrated against Native Americans, Mexicans, and others inhabiting the interior, worked to 
nationalize geographic space. Just like picnics on the Texas frontier, such as those Amy Kaplan 
cites in the introduction to her chapter on “manifest domesticity,” schoolhouses, the symbol of 
the nation’s democracy, patriotism, and morality, marked the transformation of the landscape 
from foreign to domestic.3 Nineteenth-century American schools, as one historian of education 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Amy Kaplan, The Anarchy of Empire, 23-26. In addition to the home, which Kaplan identifies as a 
“feminine counterbalance to the male activities of territorial conquest” (25), schools were an important 
site of female influence that had remarkable impacts on territorial expansion and geographic 
consciousness. On female schoolteachers, which became a regular feature in popular primary schools in 
the latter half of the century, see Barbara Finkelstein, Governing the Young: Teacher Behavior in Popular 
Primary Schools in Nineteenth-century United States (New York: The Falmer Press, 1989), 16-19. On the 
symbolic qualities of the schoolhouse, see Wayne E. Fuller, One-Room Schools of the Middle West: An 
Illustrated History (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1994), preface.  
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remarks, were primarily places of “ideological management,” where American schoolchildren 
learned how to be American, and the most effective and pervasive technology of that 
management was the textbook.4 Developments in print technologies and transportation after the 
Civil War and a dynamic trade in all kinds of educational materials that motivated many 
publishers to enter the textbook business put more textbooks in the hands of schoolchildren. 
Nowhere were the ideologies of America’s geographical destiny transmitted more methodically 
and consistently than in geography schoolbooks, and never before had they been so widely 
available. The study of geography in schools during the late nineteenth century era had become, 
as the author of Harper’s School Geography (1875) remarks (evincing a bit of self-promotion) 
“an essential element in education. It is second in importance only to reading, writing, and 
rudimentary arithmetic.”  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 See Joel Spring, The American School: From the Puritans to No Child Left Behind. 6th ed. (Boston: 
McGraw-Hill, 2008), 4. Ruth Miller Elson suggests that we can “discover [the] ideas to which most 
Americans were exposed by examining the books they read.” Her research on textbook circulation in the 
nineteenth-century led her to conclude that, “Apart from the Bible, the books most widely read in 
nineteenth-century America were not those written by intellectuals, but schoolbooks written by printers, 
journalists, teachers, ministers, and future lawyers earning their way through college.” See Elson, 
Guardians of Tradition: American Schoolbooks of the Nineteenth Century (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1964), vii. 
	   	    
 
187 
   
Figure 3.2  Frances Palmer, Across the Continent: Westward the Course of Empire Takes its Way (1868),  
hand-colored lithograph published by Currier and Ives. 
In perhaps the most comprehensive study of late eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
American geography schoolbooks, Laurence Hauptman argues that “geographies dealt with the 
frontier and reflected the widespread belief in the inevitability of America’s westward destiny 
more than did the other schoolbooks…From the schoolbooks of Jedidiah Morse in the Federalist 
era up to William Morris Davis’s social Darwinian text of the 1890s, geographies provided an 
important picture of a nation moving west and conveyed a distinct nationalistic message in their 
writings, illustrations, and maps.”5 To be sure, the textbooks’ descriptive geographies swelled 
with new western data: census figures depicted a rapidly advancing line of westward settlement 
and scores of cities and towns, rivers, lakes, and routes of travel became the new subjects of 
classroom recitations. But if these features described a gradual and inevitable unfolding of 
Manifest Destiny, the maps featured in late nineteenth-century school geographies announced the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Laurence Hauptman, “Westward the Course of Empire: Geography Schoolbooks and Manifest Destiny, 
1783-1893,” The Historian 40 (1978): 424.  
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imperial project suddenly and utterly complete. Well before Frederick Jackson Turner killed off 
the frontier in 1893 (a concept that has nonetheless thrived in American culture despite its 
indeterminacy), the maps of the United States produced for some of the era’s bestselling 
schoolbooks had long been doing the ideological and imaginative work that would only later 
become physical, geopolitical reality in North America. In other words, I argue that the artifacts 
many scholars bring to the surface to describe late nineteenth-century geographic consciousness, 
like the lithographs above, were already obsolete to many American readers. 
Seldom had the United States’ cartographic image appeared so simple and never before 
had it been reproduced with such uniformity and consistency as in the proliferation of late 
nineteenth-century geography textbooks. Taken together, they were among the most widely 
consumed images of U.S. space after the Civil War and were in large part responsible for a 
revised national geographic identity and cartographic image that helped promote imperial 
activities outside U.S. borders at the turn of the twentieth century. Despite their use during a 
period of U.S. history some have characterized as introspective and self-contained, late 
nineteenth-century geographies encouraged students to look beyond the nation, which now 
appeared complete, clean, and uniform, and to project this image elsewhere.6 Generations of 
politicians, publishers, journalists, writers, and cartographers—those who were in large part 
responsible for the construction and transmission of national geography—consumed geographies 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Jennifer Rae Greeson has established some historical context for the kind of projection late nineteenth-
century geographies encouraged. In an article on postbellum regional fiction, she` argues that, “when read 
through the double and contradictory popular understanding of the relationship of the United States to its 
south in the 1870s,” U.S. local color writing reveals, “that the site of the Reconstruction South allowed 
for a particularly potent projection of future U.S. empire.” Local color fiction, therefore, “served as a 
primary discursive ground upon which U.S. readers conceptualized the ascendance of U.S. neocolonial 
intervention in the American hemisphere.” See Greeson, “Expropriating The Great South and Exporting 
‘Local Color’: Global and Hemispheric Imaginaries of the First Reconstruction,” in Hemispheric 
American Studies, eds. Caroline Levander and Robert. S. Levine (New Brunswick: Rutgers University 
Press, 2008), 116-139. 
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that depicted a closed (enclosed and, ostensibly, completely demarcated) frontier and a fulfilled 
continental destiny. 
Although some were designed for independent study or for reference in the home, school 
geographies were primarily consumed in classrooms. Despite the seasonal rhythms and physical 
demands of life that still informed many American children’s relationship with the land, their 
experience with it was becoming increasingly mediated and academic. Unlike the guidebooks 
discussed in chapter two, which facilitated a physical experience with land (technologically and 
textually mediated though it may have been), schoolbooks almost completely removed readers 
from such contact; they offered instead, as Susan Schulten points out, “a way of traveling in our 
minds.”7 Students sat at desks or stood at the blackboard or wall map reciting lessons about cities 
and towns, continents, climates, mountains, rivers, and races of mankind. Some wrote out 
longhand answers to tedious and seemingly endless “exercises on the map”; others sketched out 
maps with the assistance of outline maps or one of the dozen (or so) popular map-drawing 
manuals. Many did both. In an era dominated by pedagogical methods that emphasized the use 
of “common objects in instruction…as opposed to abstract teaching, which has little connection 
to the realities of life,” students were routinely taught geography, as many of the textbooks 
proudly proclaim, “as a Science.”8 The geographies’ treatment of the subject as a science, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Frances Campbell Sparhawk, Miss West’s Class in Geography (Boston: Lee & Shepard, 1887), 129; 
also quoted in Susan Schulten, The Geographical Imagination in America 1880-1950 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2001), 93. The so-called “armchair tour” has deep roots in American cultural 
history. Noah Webster, for example, as Martin Brückner has pointed out, believed that a “tour through the 
United States ought to be considered a necessary part of a liberal education.” Geography schoolbooks 
offered the virtual equivalent of actual travel, thus putting a “liberal education” within the reach of most 
Americans. See Brückner, The Geographic Revolution, 142-143. 
8 See Joel Spring, The American School, 1642-1985: Varieties of Historical Interpretation of the 
Foundations and Development of American Education (New York: Longman, 1986), 127. In a brief 
description preceding Monteith’s Physical and Political Geography, for example, James Monteith writes, 
“In preparation of this portion of the work, the author has sought to present the subject of Geography as a 
Science; and at the same time, in a style calculated to attract and interest the pupil.”  See “Character of the 
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paradoxically however, increasingly relegated it to the page—whether instructional maps or 
students’ ruled paper—in many ways abstracting it from physical reality and, in the process, 
producing a flat, homogenous, and manipulable surface on which a range of ideologies could be 
plotted.9   
Classrooms as specific sites of reading, despite what they contribute to our understanding 
about the consumption of school geographies and their ideological and cultural function, have 
been largely overlooked in the scholarly literature. In her excellent study of late nineteenth- and 
early twentieth-century textbooks, for example, Schulten comments on the “excessively rote 
curriculum” and memorization drills, which characterized the period.10 It is true that teachers 
frequently emphasized performance (elocution and recitation, for instance) over comprehension, 
but this account of classroom dynamics glosses the material conditions and physical context of 
classrooms and the more textured history of pedagogical approaches and media, all of which had 
a profound impact on students’ geographical imaginings. Though rote learning may have been 
the fallback for many teachers, the approaches to teaching developed by Arnold Guyot and other 
leading geographical minds and published in the most influential educational periodicals, like the 
Massachusetts Teacher and Journal of Home and School Education and The American 
Educational Monthly, reveal conspicuous imperial ideologies. Additionally, the walls of 
classrooms were often covered in large wall maps and the thriving trade in geographical 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Work,” in Monteith’s Physical and Political Geography (New York: A. S. Barnes and Company, 1866), 
verso of title page (emphasis in original). 
9 Historical geographer J. B. Harley maintains that a map is also “a social construction of the world 
expressed through the medium of cartography…What we read on a map is as much related to an invisible 
social world and to ideology as it is to phenomena seen and measured in the landscape.” “Maps, like art” 
he mentions in another essay, “become mechanisms for defining social relationships, sustaining social 
rules, and strengthening social values.” See Harley, “Texts and Contexts in the Interpretation of Early 
Maps,” and “Deconstructing the Map,” in The New Nature of Maps: Essays in the History of 
Cartography, ed. Paul Laxton (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), 35-36, 159. 
10 Schulten, Geographical Imagination, 93. 
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“apparatus”—magnetic globes, outline maps, drawing cards and manuals—assured that 
representations of geographic space were always in students’ view. Because many authors of 
popular geographies, “prepared [textbooks] with especial reference to conciseness, simplicity, 
and that diversity of presentation which is so essential in a school-room,” sustained attention to 
the context of their consumption—to classrooms and methods of instruction—yields powerful 
insight into the shaping of Americans’ geographic imagination.11  
As I argue in chapter two, guidebooks’ presentation of Manifest Destiny, of seamless and 
extensive geography, breaks down when they are actually used to traverse space. While the 
conditions of mid-century rail travel entailed some contact with land, the academic study of 
geography often did not. Although school geographies completely mediated students’ 
relationships with physical land, it is precisely this mediation—and its raw materials (i.e., the 
maps, illustrations, and descriptions) and “scientific” approach—that made possible the 
expansive spatial imaginings I discuss in this chapter. The notion that geography schoolbooks 
“mirrored” and “transmitted,” to use Hauptman’s terms, the expansionist ideologies scholars 
now conveniently shorthand Manifest Destiny has, however, long been taken for granted.12 I 
argue conversely, that consumers of late nineteenth-century geographies—young and 
impressionable students from all walks of life—adopted more expansive and fluid centrifugal 
models of geographic imagining than have been previously acknowledged. The sterile maps of 
the United States and the simple classification schemes encouraged readers to compare and 
project, to look for equal and corresponding examples elsewhere, and, as Walt Whitman, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 See James Monteith, Monteith’s Comprehensive Geography (New York: A. S. Barnes & Co., 1882), 3. 
12 See, for example, Henry Miller Littlefield, “Textbooks, Determinism, and Turner’s Westward 
Movement in Secondary School History and Geography Textbooks, 1830-1960” (Ph.D. diss, Columbia 
University, 1967). Littlefield notes that, “Textbooks have brought the American frontier heritage to the 
attention of millions of students since 1830.” The lack of more recent scholarship suggests a tacit and 
general acceptance of Littlefield’s and Hauptman’s analyses.  
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America’s own prophet of destiny, might say, to figuratively “fly the flight of the fluid and 
swallowing soul.”13  
That school geographies facilitated more expansive models of geographic consciousness, 
does not mean they were cohesive or articulated and although they presented the nation as clean 
and complete, the new image did not foreclose the possibility of alternative or competing 
imaginings. In addition to geographies’ content, organization, and metanarratives, a number of 
factors and material conditions shaped students’ conceptions of geographic space. Enrollment 
was spotty; absences were frequent; teachers were often inadequately trained or lacked 
experience; schools and school districts did not, for myriad reasons, provide teachers with 
available instructional aids; and often a single textbook was taught over the course of years, 
taxing students’ capacity for application, retention, and spatial reconstruction. Students’ final 
examinations often demonstrated just how flexible geographic conceptions could be. Although 
geography emerged as one of the late nineteenth-century’s most indispensible subjects, 
embracing theology, history, geology, and other branches of science, and although the textbooks 
presented an increasingly standardized image of global geography, idiosyncratic visions 
persisted in popular consciousness. However, perhaps because the geographies’ U.S. maps 
appear nearly identical to modern versions, the logo-form has dominated more recent popular 
and scholarly conceptions of late nineteenth-century geographical imagining.  
In the critical literature on geography schoolbooks, which is thin and incomplete at best 
for the later period, scholars have focused their analyses on the geographies’ rigid and definitive 
categorizations systems, especially as they pertain to social, racial, and national hierarchies.14 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Walt Whitman, “Song of Myself” (1855), line 799. 
14 See especially, Schulten, Geographical Imagination, 92-101. Lisa Zagumny and Lydia Michele 
Pulsipher, “‘The Races and Conditions of Men’: Women in Nineteenth-Century Geography School Texts 
in the United States.” Gender, Place and Culture: A Journal of Feminist Geography 15.4 (2008): 411-
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While understanding how these schemes shaped students’ conceptions of both physical and 
human geography is crucial (I do not omit, for instance, discussions of the geographies’ 
organization or metanarratives, nor explorations of geographical or environmental determinism 
in this chapter), there is little discussion of the textbooks’ maps or of their new comparative 
features. We know little about how they were read—what Christian Jacob calls the “pragmatics 
of the gaze and of consultation”—and how the physical context of the classroom shaped reading 
practices.15 In addition to promoting an indexical facility with a growing body of geographical 
minutia, an effect many educators roundly criticized, the textbooks produced generations of 
amateur cartographers accustomed to reproducing and manipulating physical and political 
geography. Above all, the map-drawing exercises underscored representation; they drew 
attention to the cultural production of maps in an era when global boundaries were being 
aggressively redrawn. Intended to “[fix] more indelibly in the memory the facts,” map-drawing 
revealed instead the plasticity of political geography at the same time encouraging students to 
accept an embedded social vision of the world’s “natural” geographic and environmental 
divisions, which in turn were used to justify U.S. intervention outside the nation’s political 
borders.16  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
429. Although geography schoolbooks have recently reemerged as subjects of critical inquiry in 
American Studies, the late nineteenth century (especially through Reconstruction) has been overlooked. 
Excellent work on early national and antebellum geographies include Martin Brückner, The Geographical 
Revolution, 142-172; Bruce A. Harvey, American Geographics: U.S. National Narratives and the 
Representation of the Non-European World, 1830-1865 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001), 27-
60; Anne Baker, Heartless Immensity: Literature, Culture, and Geography in Antebellum America (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2006), 118-135. For descriptive bibliographies of nineteenth-
century schoolbooks, including geographies published after the Civil War, see also John A. Nietz, Old 
Textbooks: Spelling, Grammar, Reading, Arithmetic, Geography, American History, Civil Government, 
Physiology, Penmanship, Art, Music—As Taught in the Common Schools From Colonial Days to 1900 
(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1961),195-233; and Elson, Guardians of Tradition… 
15 Christian Jacob, The Sovereign Map, 270. 
16 Peter Keam and John Mickleborough, A Hand Book of Map Drawing: Adapted Especially to the Maps 
in Mitchell’s New Series of School Geographies (Philadelphia: E. H. Butler & Co., 1869), Preface. 
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The bulk of this chapter consists of my own close readings of many popular school 
geographies and map drawing manuals published in the United States after the Civil War, texts 
that have garnered little scholarly attention despite being fascinating windows to geographic 
consciousness in an era of dramatic geopolitical change. In seeking to contextualize their 
contents and consumption, and to theorize the applications and consequences of geographical 
learning, I position these analyses alongside a diverse archive of popular pedagogical literature, 
student notebooks, and the articles, journals, and letters of the students and teachers who 
inhabited late nineteenth-century American classrooms.  
 
Late nineteenth-century geography textbooks 
In a short editorial endorsing the establishment of normal schools in the United States, 
the editors of The American Educational Monthly maintain that, 
Such institutions are the great want of our age and country. They ought to be multiplied 
so as to correspond in number and influence to our increasing population and our 
expanding territorial domain. We must have, not the schoolmaster alone, but the 
intelligent, the skillful, the successful schoolmaster abroad in the land. The day is rapidly 
hastening when drones and imbeciles and ignoramuses will no longer be allowed to trifle 
with the most precious years of childhood, and peril the best interests of society by being 
allowed to occupy our school-houses, and prevent, instead of assist, the natural growth of 
the youthful minds of the nation.17 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 “Normal Schools,” American Educational Monthly, March 1864; emphasis in original. According to 
Ruth M. Elson, “Massachusetts established the first public normal school [in 1839], but by 1860 there 
were only twelve such schools in the United States. One half of these were in New England; the others 
were distributed one in New York (1844), one in Michigan (1849), one in New Jersey (1855), one in 
Illinois (1857), one in Pennsylvania (1859), and one in Minnesota (1860). Four of the pre-Civil War 
normal schools were in one state, Massachusetts…[I]t is obvious that although the situation was 
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Of all the concerns facing educators and reformers in the late nineteenth century, none, as the 
string of pejoratives aimed at the unqualified suggests, produced more anxiety than inadequate 
teachers and poor instruction. National destiny, they argued, was inextricably linked to the 
classroom and many did not like what they saw.18 While certainly not all teachers deserved the 
disparagement dished out by the Monthly, the fact remains that many students’ recitations were 
heard by an incapable and often ill-prepared pedagogue.19   
 As dire as the situation may have appeared to some, to textbook publishers it was a boon. 
Poorly trained and inexperienced teachers unable to bear the burden of organizing their own 
units of instruction or of creating questions to define and measure their students’ progress relied 
heavily on textbooks for daily instruction.20 Even with the rise of state normal schools and 
teacher training academies in the late nineteenth century, which were designed to prepare 
teachers in all subjects and to equip them with modern methods of instruction, textbooks 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
improving, the day of the teacher trained for his profession was still in the future for most American 
school.” See Elson, Guardians of Tradition: American Schoolbooks of the Nineteenth Century (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press), 8-9. 
18 Charles Northend, education reformist and author, observed: “The call for well qualified and earnest 
teachers was never before so great as at the present time,--and the increase of the number of efficient 
instructors merely serves to increase the demand for more of ‘the same sort.’ Communities which have 
always received the services of poorly qualified teachers are usually satisfied from the fact that they have 
never had the opportunity for noticing the difference.” See The Ohio Educational Monthly: A Journal of 
School and Home Education 9.1 (1860): 13. The editors of the American Educational Monthly implore 
“[American citizens everywhere] to study the relations which the absence of common schools sustains to 
the great rebellion…We ask them to note the fact that where there are no common schools there are the 
demons of treason and secession, and that where the school master is abroad there are loyalty and 
patriotism such as were never before recorded in the annals of history” (January 1864).   
19 Many, like Lucia B. Downing, who began a distinguished career as an educator at the age of fourteen 
teaching in a little red schoolhouse in Vermont, were simply young and inexperienced.  
A portion of Downing’s account is reprinted in Barbara Finkelstein, Governing the Young, 175-182.  
20 See, for example, John A. Nietz, Old Textbooks, 1-7. Although Barbara Finkelstein has described the 
nineteenth-century teachers as “a specialized political agent, cultural authority, shaper of community, 
[and] arbiter of standards…mediating between the small community of family, church, neighborhood and 
the larger world of commerce, politics, nation, and mass communication,” the use and increasing presence 
of textbooks in many American common schools, disempowered the teacher.  Schoolbook publishers, 
agents, and superintendencies responsible for textbook selection were, in fact, more powerful shapers of 
community, learning environment, and identity. See Finkelstein, Governing the Young, 21. 
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continued to proliferate at a steady rate. Many educators were critical of their persistent use in 
the classroom. “We have turned the school text-book,” laments one contributor to the New York 
Teacher and American Educational Monthly, “from a servant into a master.” Criticizing the 
deleterious effects of the “Anglo-Saxon system of...book teaching,” on American school 
children, another contributor insists that, “[Textbooks] ought to be replaced by live teachers; […] 
learning by heart…replaced by oral teaching and recitations by oral repetitions.” He continues, 
“It strikes us that the teacher plays a very subordinate part, and a machine might be invented to 
supplant him.…[F]or hearing a recitation, and pronouncing a judgment on it perfection or 
imperfection, might generally be just as well performed by the better pupils of the class. The 
text-book here is almost everything, the teacher almost nothing or nobody.”21 Despite the 
widespread criticism, textbooks, a central part of the business of standardizing American schools 
and of manufacturing uniformity, continued to shape learning at all levels.22  
 If the textbooks themselves are any indication of how a particular subject was taught in 
American classrooms, geography was taught almost exclusively from textbooks.23 An 
unfavorable review of Fay’s Great Outline of Geography, reads: “There are, it is true, teachers 
who are sufficiently well-trained, and sufficiently independent of custom to teach Geography, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 “The Teacher is Book,” The New York Teacher and American Educational Monthly, July 1868. Many 
Americans also believed that textbooks beckoned the unqualified. One contributor to the New York 
Teacher and American Educational Monthly writes, “One of the evils which [‘textbook despotism’] 
conditions, is the opportunities which it opens up for incompetent men to get behind the teacher’s desk. 
An ignoramus ‘may hear a recitation,’ and this despotism tends to render the work of teaching a mere 
process of ‘hearing recitation’” See “Textbook Despotism,” January1869. Another writes, “[Textbooks] 
are crushing out individuality and cramming the memory to the detriment of thought. They are the door 
through which creep these half-fledged teachers: through them comes out children’s distaste for school 
and study. And one series follows another, until the mind of the teacher as well as pupil, is, like a 
dictionary, barren of all save definitions.” See “A Woman’s Opinion of Women Teachers,” August 1870. 
22 For more on the standardization and bureaucratization of American schools, see Finkelstein Guardians 
of Tradition, 21. 
23 Nietz argues that “An analysis of the school textbooks used in the past reveals a truer history of what 
was taught in the earliest schools than does a study of past educational theories alone....Most authorities 
agree that in the United States the old textbooks in use in any particular school largely constituted the 
school’s course of study.” See Nietz, Old Textbooks, 1. 
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and not the stuff that is called Geography in the books. But such teachers are not abundant.”24 
Having received inadequate instruction on the subject themselves, likely from one of the popular 
textbooks (and more than likely at the very same school over which they now preside), teachers 
were generally unequipped to teach geography.25 Presenting the matter to educators, Arnold 
Guyot, a Swiss-born geographer-pedagogue then chair of physical geography and geology at 
Princeton, writes: 
 There are probably few intelligent teachers who have ever taught Geography, who have 
not felt, in a greater or less degree, the need of more efficacious methods of presenting it 
to the mind of the young; for it must be admitted that there are few, if any, subjects of 
common school instruction upon which the same amount of the pupil’s time is spent with 
such disproportionate results.26 
Perhaps because geography was a relatively indefinite and porous discipline, it tended to 
subsume other subjects—earth sciences, biology, history, anthropology, and astronomy, to name 
a few—and was particularly suited to an excessively rote curriculum. The geography 
schoolbooks’ classification schemes of race, nation, continent, environment, and characteristics 
of civilization, often entailed catalogues of discrete facts to be memorized. Teachers without 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 The New York Teacher and American Educational Monthly, June 1868. 
25 F. H. T., the contributor to the August and September1866 issues of the Massachusetts Teacher and 
Journal of Home and School Education, writes, “Now, it is a melancholy fact, that though all teachers 
admit the faultiness of their own early instruction, yet very few if any vary a shade in their own teaching 
from the method pursued in imparting that instruction ten, fifteen, or twenty years ago.” The June 1867 
issue of The New York Teacher and American Educational Monthly featured an articled titled 
“Mathematical Geography” by a so-called prominent mathematician who censured teachers of geography: 
“The principals [of mathematical geography] are none too well understood by the teachers 
themselves…They may be familiar enough with the words of the text-books, but of the subject itself, so 
far as an intelligent understanding of it goes, they are more than likely to know nothing at all.” 
26 Arnold Henry Guyot, Geographical Teaching; Being a Complete Guide to the Use of Guyot’s Wall 
Maps for Schools, Containing Six Maps and Diagrams, with Full Instructions for Drawing the Maps in 
Accordance with Guyot’s System of Constructive Map Drawing (New York: Charles Scribner & 
Company, 1866), 1. Geographical Teaching is a revised and extended version of a three-part installment 
originally published in The American Educational Monthly beginning in January 1865. For more on 
Guyot and his influence on antebellum geography, see Bruce Harvey, American Geographics, 52-60. 
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adequate training or personal knowledge of the textbook’s manifold subject matter routinely 
resorted to the prescribed exercises for lesson material. In this way geographies were, more than 
any other textbook, surrogate schoolmasters, demanding, yet as many complained, dull and 
inefficacious.   
 Though many publishers entered the schoolbook business in the decades following the 
Civil War, there is surprisingly little variation among competing geographies. The content (both 
verbal and graphic), organizational principles, and methods evince an ideological and 
geographical consensus among textbook producers. By no means does this uniformity imply that 
students developed homogenous conceptions of geography—there were far too many factors 
contributing to students’ geographic consciousness to assume that. It does however suggest that 
the vast majority of students were exposed to a highly standardized and nearly indistinguishable 
curriculum, which permits a synecdochic and synthetic critical approach to the scores of 
textbooks used in classrooms across the nation.  
Since much of what follows considers their consumption in classrooms, a brief overview 
of the geographies’ form and content is essential. For this purpose I refer to some of the era’s 
most popular and representative texts of the advanced intermediate or grammar school level: 
Monteith’s Physical and Political Geography (1866), Cornell’s Grammar-School Geography 
(1869), Warren’s Brief Course in Geography (1874), and Swinton’s Complete Course in 
Geography (1875). Although they vary from textbook to textbook (a reflection of the diversity of 
their authorship), late nineteenth-century geographies generally contain five parts, more or less in 
this order: mathematical (or astronomical) geography, physical geography, political geography 
(the “three subdivisions of the science of Geography”), maps, and a modge-podge of back 
matter, including indexes, demographic data, map-drawing exercises, and pronunciation 
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guides.27 I will address many specific features of the geographies in detail below, but for now I 
want to provide a general sense of the character of a now-forgotten form.28  
 After a brief preface that generally emphasizes the qualities and improvements of the 
particular geography (typically in relation to its competitors) and which may provide 
recommendations for teachers about its use in the classroom, the first order of business is to 
describe the form and size of the earth, its axis and poles, its motions, the “circles of situation” 
(i.e., meridians, parallels, climatic zones), and methods for representing the earth’s surface on a 
map or globe. The principles of mathematical geography are usually presented by a series of 
circles, each illustrating a different way of slicing up the globe and providing students, by 
reference to the lines and zones, the means of determining geographical position (fig. 3.3).29 
Opening with mathematical geography, moreover, emphasizes geographic representation, which, 
as we will see, forms the baseline of common school geography. Students are first introduced to 
the concept of mapping in uncomplicated terms—“A map is a representation, on a plane, of any 
part (or the whole) of the earth’s surface”—and they learn to differentiate between actual 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 See Swinton’s Complete Course in Geography (New York: Ivison, Blakeman and Company, 1875), 8. 
28 Harvey calls old geographical texts “the dross of the cultural past.” See Harvey, American 
Geographics, 27. Schulten mentions that, “By the 1890s this approach to the subject would be challenged. 
At the turn of the century, school geography—like academic geography—underwent a transition from an 
idiosyncratic body of information to a systematic science. In both cases the goal was to emancipate the 
discipline from its thoroughly popular and amateur reputation as a subject concerned with names, places, 
and facts.” As a result, textbooks produced after the turn of the century take on a completely different 
cast. See Schulten, The Geographical Imagination, 101.  
29 The July 1867 issue of The New York Teacher and American Educational Monthly features an article 
on “Mathematical Geography” in which the author lambasts its treatment in popular geographies: “The 
briefest examination and comparison of our school Geographies in their treatment of this subject, will 
explain why it is so fruitless and unsatisfactory. Any other branch of knowledge, taught as preposterously 
as this is, would prosper no better. Take up at random any one of our popular school geographies, and it 
will be an exception if its author has not set out with the apparent assumption that those who are to study 
it are prepared to understand, or it may be are already masters of the rudiments of Geometry, Astronomy, 
and much more that is not reached in the regular course of study until years after Geography is 
completed…To go over the whole subject and expose every instance of nonsense, or of what is practically 
no better, sense misplaced, that may be found in our more popular Geographical text-books, in their 
treatment of this subject, would be an endless task. Enough has already been given to account in part for 
the unsatisfactory result of the ordinary teaching of Mathematical Geography.” 
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physical landscapes, pictures of landscapes, and maps of the same.30 Maps of the whole in school 
geographies are rendered, more often than not, in hemispheres, a commonplace method of global 
representation (with freshly applied exceptionalist underpinnings), presented in the geographies 
as both natural divisions and the most practical way to see at once the entirety of the globe.31 I 
discuss maps in greater detail below, but from their initial deployment on, they are clearly treated 
as mere “mirrors of nature,” to borrow a phrase from J. B. Harley, rather than “products of both 
individual minds and the wider cultural values in particular societies.”32  
   
 Figure 3.3  Pages 4, 5, and 7 from Swinton’s Complete Course in Geography (1875)  
The hermetic qualities of the zones, whether continental, in the case of hemispheres, or 
climatic, had the potential to spill over—rather imperceptibly to young minds—into the other 
sections dealing with physical and political geography. The result is a fast track to environmental 
or geographic determinism, a key component of nineteenth-century racial discourse. The “Table 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 See William Swinton, Swinton’s Complete Course in Geography, 4. On the “semiotic effect” of maps, 
see Jacob, The Sovereign Map, 103-4, 184-85. 
31 In her Grammar-School Geography, S. S. Cornell offers the same basic definition of a map with this 
remark: “A map, being flat, cannot exactly represent a spherical surface; yet it does so near enough for 
ordinary purposes….In a map of the world, the earth is supposed to be divided into two hemispheres, 
which are then placed on a flat surface, with their edges together, and pressed down till they coincide with 
it.” See Cornell, Common-School Geography, 4. 
32 Harley, “Texts and Contexts,” in The New Nature of Maps, 36. 
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of Zones” (fig. 3.4) in Swinton’s Complete Course, for example, a mechanism designed 
primarily for the purposes of recitation and review, distills complex geographic, environmental, 
and racial relationships into a simple and rigid system, which prefigures the remainder of the 
textbook’s discursive and graphic components. Nature, in other words, was seen as a table and 
spatialized. The clarity and plainness of description appropriate for school children gives the 
impression of transparency and conditions students to accept immutable and hierarchical 
taxonomies of both human and physical geography as truth.  
   
Figure 3.4  Table of Zones from Swinton’s Complete Course in Geography (1875) 
 Mathematical geography’s emphasis on shape, line, zone, and cartographic representation 
provides the foundation for the textbooks’ presentation of physical geography: “the solid and 
fluid parts of the earth’s surface, the atmosphere, and all animal and vegetable life.”33 Although 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 Cornell, Grammar-School Geography, 5. 
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it deviates from the general approach and pattern of its contemporaries, Monteith’s Physical and 
Political Geography is the most comprehensive example (and perhaps the most intriguing 
treatment) of physical geography in late nineteenth-century textbooks. Monteith opens the first 
section of his textbook by invoking the design and purpose of divine creation: “The Growth of a 
Plant progresses slowly and systematically; from the seed comes a stem, then leaves, blossoms, 
and fruit. So was the process by which the world was made from chaos,—slow, gradual, and in 
accordance with the provisions of a well-ordered plan established by Divine Wisdom.”34 What 
follows is a synopsis of the creation—each phase accompanied by scripture and illustration (fig 
3.5)—supplemented by the language of Darwinian science: “The general order of Creation was 
as follows: (1.) CHAOS. (2.) MELTED MATTER is the form of a globe. (3.) THE GLOBE 
composed of melted matter having a crust, which was entirely surrounded by water. (4.) PARTS 
OF THE CRUST upheaved through the sea, forming dry land. (5.) PULVERIZED ROCK; 
forming soil. (6.) LAND ALTERNATIVELY UPHEAVED AND SUBMERGED. (7). 
VEGETATION. (8.) ANIMAL LIFE. (9.) MAN.”35 Monteith elaborates on this framework, 
describing in the following forty pages every imaginable geographic form, geological 
phenomenon, climatic condition and the resulting plant and animal life, and finally arriving at the 
inevitable teleological destination—mankind. While most geography textbooks of this era are 
devoid of explicit references to the Biblical creation narrative, they implicitly reference it as a 
structuring device for physical geography; one section follows another in the same general order 
until they arrive at mankind, the crowning achievement of creation, the place where physical 
geography blurs into political geography.  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 James Monteith, Monteith’s Physical and Political Geography (New York: A. S. Barnes and Company, 
1866), 6; emphasis in original. 
35 Ibid., 7.  
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Figure 3.5 Engravings from Section II: “Creation of the Earth,” Monteith’s Physical and Political 
Geography (1866) 
 
 No feature of school geographies was more common, and nowhere were the rigid and 
immutable categories by which to organize the world more pervasive, than in the presentation of 
mankind. Like many of their contemporaries, the authors of school geographies understood 
geography to encompass both the natural and human worlds. It described the physical landscape 
and its features, while also accounting, as Samuel Augustus Mitchell writes in his System of 
Modern Geography (a popular geography continuously republished with little variation from 
1839 to 1882), for “the different races of men, their languages, governments, and arts, and their 
condition as to civilization, learning, and religion.”36 This suggests that geography possessed 
evaluative, if not explanatory, power. Students directly and visually confronted this approach in 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 Samuel Augustus Mitchell, A System of Modern Geography, Comprising a Description of the Present 
State of the World, and Its Grand Divisions, North America, South America, Europe, Asia, Africa, and 
Oceania, with Their Several Empires, Kingdoms, States, Territories, etc. (Philadelphia: E. H. Butler & 
Company, 1873), 8. 
	   	    
 
204 
the geographies’ presentation of the races of men, in which mankind is ordered into hierarchical 
stages corresponding to racial and ethnic groupings (fig. 3.6). “Mankind,” writes Monteith, “is 
divided into five general classes or races: the Caucasians, or white race; the Mongolians, or 
yellow race; the Malay, or brown race; the American Indian, or red race; and the Ethiopians, or 
black race.”37 Geographies maintained and perpetuated essentialized descriptions of race based 
on complexion, character, geographic location, and the perceived capacity for civilization. In 
these textbooks, the implied distinction between races became a matter of explicit order—a racial 
hierarchy often visually shorthanded as in the two latter images below. Furthermore, the 
categories of race and nation were often conflated, much like they were in contemporary atlases 
and maps, presenting an uncomplicated, schematized view of global geography and establishing 
a framework to show Americans where they fit into a larger order. In this system, nations, if not 
entire global zones (like the torrid zone which is home to populations “generally of a dark 
complexion, and, with few exceptions, not progressive or highly civilized”), became containers 
of the dark races awaiting the wave of progress and civilization from the Caucasian races, the 
“leaders in the world’s civilization.”38 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 Monteith, Comprehensive Geography, 12.  
38 See Swinton’s Complete Course, 17. The cover of Swinton’s geography features the simple racial 
schematic.  
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Figure 3.6  (clockwise from top left) images from Monteith’s Comprehensive Geography  (1872), 
Swinton’s Complete Course in Geography (1875), Cornell’s Grammar-School Geography (1869), and 
Warren’s Brief Course in Geography (1881) 
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The lessons on physical and political geography were intended to provide students with 
knowledge of geographic features and characteristics that they could mobilize for the 
interpretation of maps. If the amount of space devoted to each of the geographies’ sections is any 
indication of how the subject was taught, we must conclude that map work made up the bulk of 
geography education in the late nineteenth century. In fact, advertisements for geography 
textbooks in trade publications seldom fail to mention the quantity and quality of the textbook’s 
maps and by the post-War period, an overwhelming majority of geographies contained them. 
Given the form, this point may seem moot, but before the 1860s many geographies were 
published without maps or required the use of an accompanying, though self-contained, atlas for 
reference and recitations. By the mid-1860s, many authors dispensed with the three branches of 
the discipline quickly (often within the first twenty pages) to devote more room to maps and 
map-reading exercises. The focus on maps is further underscored by the size of the textbooks. 
Geographies swelled from duodecimo (5 by 7⅜ inches) and octavo (6 by 9 inches) volumes of 
the 1840s and 1850s, which featured maps—many of them the inconvenient foldout variety—on 
such a scale as to render them difficult to use, to the quarto (9½ by 12 inches) volumes that 
became more or less the industry standard after the War.39 Larger books accommodated larger—
and sometimes more detailed and more useful—maps that could function as suitable substitutes 
for more expensive wall maps. And because larger maps often contained more information, the 
number of exercises pertaining to each part of the earth’s surface increased dramatically from 
earlier periods.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 John A. Neitz notes, “The textbooks in no other field changed so in size from the earliest to the latest 
geographies. For example, the pages of the 1796 [edition] of the Elements of Geography by [Jedidiah] 
Morse were 3⅛ by 5 inches, while in a late edition of Guyot’s Grammar School Geography they were 10 
by 12½ inches. Thus the latter was eight times the size of the former. See Neitz, Old Textbooks, 233. 
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 I will leave a more comprehensive discussion of what I call map mischief—the various 
ways the geographies’ cartographic content and exercises shaped students’ geographic 
consciousness—for later, but for now I will focus on some general remarks regarding the maps’ 
aesthetic qualities, their order and flow, their narrative structure, and what Martin Lewis and 
Kären Wigen call “metageography”: the primary spatial structures around which readers were 
encouraged to conceptualize global geography.40 The lithographed study maps interspersed 
throughout the geographies were often drawn with fewer details to emphasize physical features 
and geographic structure (hemispheres, continents) as well as basic political divisions 
(continents, nations, states). Fidelity to the referent in these maps is sacrificed for clarity and 
simplicity: place names, transportation routes, and other traces of human geography are often 
omitted to promote map reading in classrooms and to ensure an easily reproducible cartographic 
unit for future editions. The maps were generally hand-tinted with bright colors and of higher 
quality than those published in earlier textbooks.   
The geographies’ most basic principle of organization is the hemisphere, and we would 
be hard pressed to find one that does not open its section on maps by dividing the globe into 
hemispheres: Northern and Southern, land and water, and, of course, Eastern and Western (fig 
3.7). The logic of hemispheres invokes, as Gretchen Murphy has observed, “the powerful 
tradition that defines America spatially with reference to ‘its’ hemisphere,” and structures the 
presentation of the textbooks’ global geography, which begins, appropriately, but certainly not 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40 Lewis and Wigen describe metageography as “the set of spatial structures through which people order 
their knowledge of the world: the often unconscious frameworks that organize studies of history, 
sociology, anthropology, economics, political science, or even natural history.” See Martin W. Lewis and 
Kären E. Wigen, The Myth of Continents: A Critique of Metageography (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1997), ix. 
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without an ideological agenda, with North America and the United States.41 Students, therefore, 
learned to orient themselves vis-à-vis the world from the perspective of the pervasive myths of 
“grand division”: hemispheres and continents.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41 See Gretchen Murphy, Hemispheric Imaginings: The Monroe Doctrine and Narratives of U.S. Empire 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2005), 1. Murphy, citing Arthur P. Whitaker’s 1954 Rise of the Western 
Hemisphere Idea, notes “that the ‘Western Hemisphere idea’ was appropriated and refined during the 
revolutionary period of 1776-1823, when many of the newly formed American states perceived and 
claimed a political and….‘mystical’ identification with their hemisphere based on a common 
revolutionary break from European colonialism” (1-2). As Martin Brückner reminds us, commencing 
with North America was politically charged. Starting with Jedidiah Morse’s The American Universal 
Geography (1783), American textbook authors “radically inverted the European standard for representing 
the world. Like his transatlantic competitors, Morse followed the traditional two-part textbook structure 
that for centuries had divided the world into the geography of Europe and the geography of colonial 
possessions on the remaining continents. However, for the first time in Western history, Morse imposed a 
New World order by starting with the description of North America—in particular the United States—
before delineating the rest of the Americas, Europe, Africa, and Asia. Through this geographic 
recomposition of the traditional geographer’s narrative space, Morse at once forced his audience to 
assume an overtly nationalist and competitive perspective.” See Brückner, Geographical Revolution, 164.  
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Figure 3.7  “The World” from Monteith’s Physical and Political Geography (1866) 
 
School geographies were designed to introduce American students first and foremost to 
the physical and political geography of the United States and then to the world. The pattern of 
representation is consistent across all but a few of the era’s publications. The textbooks move 
rapidly from hemispheric conceptions to the North American continent, which figures only 
briefly and primarily as a spatial frame for the United States. A few authors provide some 
geographic context for the United States, acknowledging first the other political divisions of 
North America (i.e., Canada, Mexico, the West Indies); most, however, jump headlong into the 
newly fashioned and uncomplicated political maps of the nation. A succession of regional maps 
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and map exercises follows, generally beginning in New England and running a culturally 
prescribed course south and then west. These maps divide regions with straight lines (often 
visually distorting or amputating states to conform to the confines of the printed page) and 
essentialize and homogenize locally specific geographies with broad descriptions of the region’s 
physical features, industry, and culture, and a litany of exercises on geographic position, surface, 
and places. The narrative of Northeast bias is a familiar one, but for the first time the Pacific 
states and intermountain territories receive relatively complete cartographic and descriptive 
coverage. Though the frames and features of the regional, and what we might call “state-cluster” 
or “semi-regional,” maps vary widely from textbook to textbook, the scales are largely internally 
consistent and generally run anywhere from 1:50 (one inch to fifty miles) to 1:200 (one inch to 
two hundred miles).  
In their treatment of the rest of the globe, however, the geographies do not (by design) 
follow through with this kind of specificity and cartographic magnification. Once the states and 
territories of the United States have been described and depicted, the textbooks revert to the more 
fundamental, yet inexact and historically pliable, geographical units of continent and nation. 
Perhaps as an expression of the ideological or political “distance” between the monolithically 
imagined Western Hemisphere and the colonial powers of the Eastern Hemisphere, late 
nineteenth-century geographies move first to coverage of the eastern Canadian Provinces, 
Mexico, Central America, and South America before crossing the Atlantic to the British Isles, 
Western Europe, and then on to Asia, Africa, and Oceania. The narrative of hemispheric 
solidarity (however tenuous and problematical) crosses paths with the narrative of racial 
hierarchy conveyed both by the geographies’ trajectory (from civilized white Europe to 
barbarous yellow Asia to savage black Africa) and the increasing generalizations of unknown 
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and racially marked spaces. Race and place get conflated in the narrative presentation of global 
geography, which is organized roughly as an intellectual journey backwards through the “stages” 
of civilization. In the language of world systems theorists in search of new geographical 
paradigms to replace outmoded East/West and North/South schemes, geographies divide the 
world into core, semiperiphery, and periphery—a fact borne out by the scale of the maps.42 Take 
for example, the maps in Swinton’s Complete Course of Geography (1875). The maps of the 
British Isles and Central Europe are drawn at a scale similar to that of the United States (1:100), 
but those of South America, Asia, Africa, and Oceania are all drawn at 1:1000. With ten times 
the space crammed onto the page, the treatment of African human and physical geography, for 
example, must necessarily rely more on generalizations than the descriptions of, say, 
Pennsylvania, one of a handful of states represented at 1:50 in Swinton’s geography.  
 The flow and scale of maps, in addition to some new comparative features unique to 
geographies of this period, produced a narrative that helped school children situate themselves 
(and the nation) in the world. Students entered a world of immutable zones that corresponded to 
the distribution of cultural traits and social forms. In school geographies, that is, natural and 
human features are somehow consonant with space and though the intensity of geographical 
determinism often varied according to geographical location, it is clear that the United States and 
Europe are exempted from the uncompromising rule of nature. The inhabitants of the Torrid 
Zones, on the other hand, were directly conditioned and controlled by their environment, creating 
what Susan Schulten calls a “kind of racial and climatic museum” with a future that was, to a 
great extent, predetermined.43 While the geographies’ maps and lessons invoke the myth of 
translatio imperii, celebrating the United States as the new center of progress and improvement, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 See, for example Andre Gunder Frank and Barry K. Gills, eds. The World System: Five Hundred of 
Five Thousand Years? (London: Routledge, 1993).  
43 Schulten, The Geographical Imagination, 98. 
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the possibility that other nations (indeed entire continents) will rise in the hierarchy of nations is 
remote.  
 Although some authors include a final map of global communication or commercial 
routes, most conclude the textbook proper with Oceania (the so-called sixth “continent” 
comprised of Australia, New Zealand, and the Pacific Islands), at which point they include an 
assortment of back matter—often unnumbered pages of exercises for general review, indexes, 
pronunciation guides, various statistical tables, map-drawing exercises, state- or region-specific 
appendices (such as Monteith’s “Geography of Kentucky, Physical, Political, and Historical”), 
European tourist guides, ancient geographies, and occasionally publishers’ advertisements for 
other textbooks or series—all of which could be inserted in virtually any order depending on 
where the geography was intended to circulate.44 The variety of back matter betrays a certain 
disciplinary messiness unbecoming a subject that sought an increasingly crystalized and 
“scientific” status in the late-nineteenth century and reveals complex relationships between the 
volumes’ maps and the data they seek to represent.  
 As the primary vehicle of instruction, geography textbooks circulated to virtually every 
nook and cranny of the nation. The multiple imprints on their title pages suggest that many 
publishers had the infrastructure in place to distribute their textbooks nationally. A. S. Barnes 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44 The back matter is responsible for the bibliographic mischief that renders geographies’ publication 
histories difficult to reconstruct. Because they were relatively difficult to produce (on account of the 
combination of maps, charts, illustrations, and written text), publishers typically stuck with the same 
edition as long as possible. When updated editions were issued, the new information (updated 
demographic data, expanded indexes and exercises for review, specialized state or regional information 
and maps, etc.) was typically, with the exception of maps that could be updated relatively easily by 
manipulating the copper plates, included in the back matter or in an appendix. All of the editions of 
Monteith’s Physical and Political Geography, for example, contain 112 numbered pages and anywhere 
from twelve to twenty additional unnumbered pages. Bibliographic and catalogue entries often reflect the 
original publication date of 1866 (but not always), yet contain, for instance, updated maps, census data, 
and map-drawing exercises for the post-1880 period. The title page and the copyright information on the 
back of the title page are, in other words, not reliable markers. Some title pages include publication date, 
say, 1875, while others do not, leading bibliographers and cataloguers to settle on 1866 when the back 
matter (and maps and exercises) clearly dates the book later. 
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and Company, publishers of Monteith’s and McNally’s geographies, for example, had offices in 
New York, Chicago, and New Orleans; Charles Scribner & Co., headquartered in New York, had 
agreements with publishers in Boston, Cleveland, Richmond (IN), Detroit, San Francisco, and 
Baltimore to publish Guyot’s Geographical Series. Publishers’ agents eagerly (and often 
unethically) presented their wares to local book dealers, teachers, and members of boards of 
education, offering temporarily discounted rates to underbid competitors. As a result, textbooks 
were frequently adopted for use in schools and school districts that did not reflect the interests of 
the community, leading many educators and publishers to warn against the abuses of textbook 
agents.45 Despite what some felt about this system of distribution, schoolbooks flooded the 
market. Because they were often poorly trained, schoolmasters relied heavily on textbooks for 
daily instruction and agents knew it. If a teacher, principal, or superintendent expressed 
disapproval of any textbook—on account of its cost or contents—another agent was waiting in 
line with his company’s equivalent.46  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
45 See, for example, “The Abuses in the School-Book Business,” read by Mr. J. C. Barnes at a meeting of 
the Publishers’ Board of Trade and reprinted in the June 1870 issue of The American Educational 
Monthly. Barnes writes, “It is now over twenty years since agents were first employed by the leading 
publishers. Formerly the issues of new books found their way into schools through merchants who 
purchased their semi-annual supplies from the booksellers in large cities. More recently new books were 
introduced by means of agents, and for a time the plan worked well, but since 1862 there has been a large 
extent of territory covered with agents than ever before, and now at least 350 able-bodied men are 
engaged in presenting the claims of the books published by twenty extensive establishments. So many 
men in the field, frequently meeting in squads of eight or ten opposed to the other, with a competing 
series of books, it is not strange that some sharp practice is resorted to, every man striving for success in 
securing the adoption of his particular series of books.” Barnes continues, “[R]espectible teachers and 
members of school boards are heartily sick of seeing a ‘book agent.’ The interruptions they experience 
have become almost constant, and we really believe some books are readily adopted when they are 
brought to the notice of teachers through any other means than by an agent…The bookselling fraternity 
are also strongly opposed to the system.” 
46 In an article titled “Green Mountain Spirit,” addressing the unethical relationship between the Vermont 
State Board of Education and a publisher, the author notes that the board has “put their teachers under the 
thumbs of certain favored publisher”: “The books adopted were not the books most approved by the 
teachers. Indeed they were in many cases the books least approved by the teachers. So the teachers 
snubbed the State Board, disregarded the authorized list, and used such other books as best suited 
them…The ‘Ring’ had overreached itself, and rudely dispelled the delightful dream of a wise and 
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 Although advertisements are suspect, they provide a compelling account of the extent and 
geographic scope of geography textbooks’ circulation. Rather than describe a particular volume’s 
virtues or rely on the endorsements of prominent educators, many advertisements for popular 
geographies published in educational periodicals relied solely on lists of schools that had adopted 
the work in order to drum up more business. Charles Scribner & Co.’s full page advertisements 
for Guyot’s Geographical Series, for example, feature a dense catalogue of normal schools, 
public schools, private institutes, and seminaries (even the Children’s Aid Society) from 
Springfield, Massachusetts to Davenport, Iowa, and everywhere in between, where the 
geographies were in use.47 Advertisements for Warren’s Geographical Series declare that, “The 
superior merit of these books have led to their adoption by the School Controllers in many of the 
principal cities of the Union, among which are Boston, Providence, New York, Philadelphia, 
Washington, D.C., Chicago, Milwaukee, St. Louis, San Francisco, &c. &c.”48 Publishers also 
slipped advertisements for geographies into the back matter or on the back cover of their other 
schoolbooks, frequently citing the number of volumes sold alongside pithy endorsements from 
teachers, administrators, and various public intellectuals.   
Circulation of textbooks was, of course, not limited to the North and West as these 
advertisements suggest. In a sketch of A. S. Barnes and Co., the editors of The Round Table, 
note, 
Since the war, a large demand has spring up form the South among the freedman, and is 
opening new channels for the book trade, more especially for primary school-books. The 
superintendents of instruction, acting under orders from the Freedmen’s Bureau, for the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
incorruptible council of ‘leading educators’ who would select the very best from the multitude of school-
books published, and thus secure to the State the very best means and appliances for education in the 
market.”  
47 See American Educational Monthly, June 1867.  
48 Ibid., August 1867. 
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states of North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, Louisiana, and Texas, this 
last fall adopted “The National Series of Standard School-Books” for uniform use in 
colored schools throughout their respective states. This, during the coming year, will 
make an unprecedented demand, for which the publishers are endeavoring to prepare by 
increasing their manufacturing facilities.49 
The flagship publications of Barnes’s National Series were Monteith’s and McNally’s 
geographies, which by 1865 had sold over 300,000 volumes. This kind of circulation led the 
author of Monteith’s obituary to state without exaggeration that, “Nearly every school boy and 
girl in the country is familiar with [his name], because of its being on the covers of the 
geographies.”50 As movements for compulsory education gathered steam in the late nineteenth 
century, enrollment increased steadily at schools across the country. Publishers responded to the 
growing number of children attending school with a corresponding increase in the production 
and distribution of textbooks.  
 
Classrooms, consumption, and the “disciplinary mechanism” 
 From the one-room schoolhouses of the prairies to the monitorial schools of urban New 
York City, geographies were consumed in all kinds of classrooms, but they all had at least one 
thing in common: classrooms were places of “disciplinary power” and ideological 
management.51 In Discipline and Punish, Foucault defines discipline as “a type of power, a 
modality for its exercise, comprising a whole set of instruments, techniques, procedures, levels 
of application, targets; it is a ‘physics’ or an ‘anatomy’ of power, a technology” (215). Although 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
49 The Round Table. A Saturday Review of Politics, Finance, Literature, Society, and Art, New York: 
March 24, 1866. 
50 Boston Daily Advertiser (Boston, MA) Friday, September 12, 1890. 
51 See Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. New York: Vintage, 1977; 
subsequent references appear in text. 
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Foucault refers rather generally to schools as institutions that “use [discipline] as an essential 
instrument for a particular end,” an examination of the disciplinary mechanism operating in late 
nineteenth-century schoolrooms reveals a great deal about the physical context and conditions of 
textual consumption and students’ constructions of geographical consciousness.  
 Central to Foucault’s discussion of power is architecture and the organization of space. 
Disciplinary power is inherently spatializing, Foucault suggests, in its gaze, its grids, its 
architectures. It is also intrinsically productive: it produces human bodies as human subjects, a 
process Foucault calls assujetissement to convey both subjection and “subjectification.”52 The 
Panopticon, he argues, is a metaphor for the operation of power: “a generalizable model of 
functioning”; a “diagram of a mechanism of power reduced to its ideal form…a figure of 
political technology that may and must be detached from any specific use” (205). The 
organization of space, or the “distribution of bodies, surfaces, lights, gazes,” alone creates and 
sustains power while at the same time “disindividualizing” it; thus, anyone, he suggests, can 
operate the disciplinary machinery (202). While it is true that schoolhouses bear little physical 
resemblance to Bentham’s Panopticon, their use of space produces similar effects of power.  
On a fundamental level, schoolhouses, in addition to their function as classrooms, were 
often places of religious, social, and civic significance. Marshall A. Barber, a student of a rural 
Kansas school in the 1870s describes the “non-literary uses” of the schoolhouse: it was the 
“meeting place for the local chapter of the Grange”; “the polling place for [presidential elections 
and] the local primary, or whatever the neighborhood political unit was”; “for many years the 
schoolhouse was the only church of the community”; and it “was occasionally used for 
temperance meetings.”53 Students who entered the schoolhouse when class was in session were 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
52 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction (London: Penguin Books, 1978), 139-45. 
53 See Barber, The Schoolhouse at Prairie View (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1953), 63-76. 
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likely cognizant of the political, ecclesiastical, or bureaucratic functions of the structure and 
surely traces of its other “official” uses, like ballot boxes, political pamphlets and paraphernalia, 
hymnals, and temperance tracts, were left behind or pushed to the periphery, never completely 
out of sight or mind. And because the schoolhouse was inextricably linked with figures of state 
or religious authority, the structure itself was in many ways a place of disciplinary power, a 
space of surveillance, control, and regulation.  
 Architectural design and the organization of classroom space both engendered and 
contributed to the standardizing and bureaucratizing measures that transformed education in the 
late nineteenth century. In the preface to his Country School-Houses: Containing Elevations, 
Plans, and Specifications, with Estimates, Directions to Builders, Suggestions as to School 
Grounds, Furniture, Apparatus, etc., and a Treatise on School-House Architecture (1866), James 
Johonnot maintained that the “progressive impulse” of “architectural knowledge” had yet to have 
an impact on schoolhouses in the United States.54 To address the need Johonnot developed “a 
distinctive school architecture which applie[d] the principles of science to the wants and 
necessities of the school-room.”55 He argues that the application of “architectural science” and 
attention to design, aesthetics, and the quality of building materials would dramatically improve 
the nation’s common schools, and by extension, its students. Above all, the “wants and 
necessities” of most American classrooms, to which many teachers attest, were order and 
discipline. Whether describing the proper furniture or prescribing the amount of space to provide 
around each desk, Johonnot’s recommendations are in all respects intended to “secure and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54 See Johonnot, Country School-Houses: Containing Elevations, Plans, and Specifications, with 
Estimates, Directions to Builders, Suggestions as to School Grounds, Furniture, Apparatus, etc., and a 
Treatise on School-House Architecture (New York: Ivison, Phinney, Blakeman & Co., 1866), Preface. 
55 Ibid.  
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preserve order and cleanliness,” to “inculcate habits of order and carefulness,” and to “induce the 
habits of order, exactness, and directness in the mental operations.”56 
 The volume’s architectural designs drawn by skilled draughtsman S. E. Hewes, including 
the classroom layouts below (fig. 3.8), demonstrate the extent to which orderliness permeated 
late-century educational ideology. As these diagrams suggest, students no longer sat on benches 
around the periphery of the schoolroom as was customary in many antebellum schools 
(especially rural schools), but were arranged in rows facing forward. The neat rows facilitated 
teachers’ surveillance of their students, whether through monitors, which were popular in urban 
schools where large classrooms and standardized curriculum were the norm, or through personal 
(and often keen) observation in smaller, rural schools with individualized lesson plans. The 
physical configuration of the classroom, not unlike the organization of space in the Panopticon, 
produced “individualized” and “constantly visible” (200) students, what Barbara Finkelstein 
calls the “individual pedagogical unit.”57 Whether divided into self-contained classes occupying 
an entire row and memorizing the same lessons, as in the monitorial schools, or one of many 
with diverse aptitudes occupying a one-room school of the countryside, students were assigned 
individual lessons, and teachers (or monitors) heard individual recitations and gave individual 
examinations, grades, and rewards of merit.58 Constant surveillance, so it was thought, could 
bring about the order many schools lacked. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
56 Ibid., 155, 157, 213.  
57 Finkelstein, Governing the Young, 21. Finkelstein notes other standardizing and bureaucratizing 
measures: As blackboards replaced slates, manufactured pens replaced goose quills, and mechanical 
contrivances like alphabet wheels and posters replaced individual copy books, each student could be 
treated as a standardized entity. Teachers further bureaucratized the process by introducing new forms of 
evaluation. Grades supplemented whips and report cards supplemented spelling exhibitions.” See 
Guardians of Tradition, 21. Finkelstein, however, does not mention the textbook trade, or the grading of 
textbook series, both of which had significant impacts on the learning environment. 
58 For more on the composition of rural and urban schools, see Finkelstein, Governing the Young, 41-43. 
For rewards of merit, see Patricia Fenn and Alfred P. Malpa, Rewards of Merit: Tokens of a Child’s 
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Figure 3.8  Diagrams of classroom configuration from Johonnot’s Country School-House (1866)  
 Discipline, as a mechanism of power, was not only achieved by the organization of the 
physical environment, but also by teachers, who, unlike the “disindividualized” operators of the 
panoptic institution, were actual people who often exercised authority in more traditional ways 
(i.e., through physical punishment or the near-total control over the intellectual progress of their 
students). However, we do not have to think of authority in terms of domination or control. 
Teachers were primarily sources of knowledge. Even when they were poorly trained, teachers 
functioned as “agents of cultural transmission” and communication, “mediating,” as Barbara 
Finkelstein reminds us, “between the symbolic worlds of informal conversation and the more 
structured ones of books.” She continues: 
When [teachers] taught students in school, they initiated them into a chain of 
“interlocking conversations,” and introduced new elements into it. The schools over 
which they presided were specialized symbolic universes linking students to the written 
word, and ways of thinking, seeing, knowing, believing that might have been otherwise 
unimaginable…[C]hildren entered classrooms laden with…deep ideological structures 
with which they ordered the world, its peoples, and its possibilities. Like all students in 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Progress and a Teacher’s Esteem as an enduring aspect of American Religious and Secular Education. 
Ephemera Society of America, 1994. 
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all eras, they entered school in possession of attitudes, values, and dispositions nurtured 
in family, church, and neighborhood. In the process of learning the rudiments…they 
entered into a “silent world of books and print.” They withdrew from face-to-face 
communities, and entered into a world of orderly structure and sequence, of fixed and 
contained culture.59 
In this way, teachers who introduced new concepts to their students became authorities on the 
subject, interpreters, in this case, of geographical culture, and it mattered little (to unsuspecting 
students, anyway) if their treatment of the topic was accurate and sophisticated or incomplete 
and naïve. In the space of the classroom, where other civic and religious leaders addressed 
communities and congregations, teachers were endowed with power.  
Whatever inadequacies teachers may have had—which were often glaring in the case of 
geography—were compensated by textbooks, which dictated the course of classroom instruction. 
Based on her research of nineteenth-century classroom practice, Finkelstein notes that, “teachers 
[of geography] consistently eschewed the flexible, interpretive or manipulative role and chose 
instead to direct exercises which would require students to assimilate and reproduce exactly the 
contents of the textbooks,” which they “seemed to regard…as the ultimate sources of wisdom.”60 
The proliferation of painfully detailed directions to teachers explaining what they should do or 
say in order to clarify the material in the texts (a feature of nearly every late nineteenth-century 
geography) suggests that they rarely departed from the prescribed plans to illustrate, elaborate, or 
enhance the contents of the textbooks.  
In the classroom, textbooks not only compensated for teacher inadequacies—which were 
most striking in the case of geography—they were irrefutable authorities. They were consumed 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
59 Finkelstein, Governing the Young, 8, 9. 
60 Ibid., 84-85. 
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in physical environments (which often doubled as a church or political meeting place) where 
standardized printed text was valued over naturally acquired vernacular language. Geographies 
were written in what Benedict Anderson might call a “language-of-power”—prose free of local 
inflections or colloquialisms—which to many students was, no doubt, like a second language.61 
And because they were endlessly reproducible and widely disseminated in all areas of the 
country, students in or across culturally and linguistically diverse areas read the same textbooks. 
The standardized language (and the constant conjuring of “science”), like other printed texts 
exercised considerable authority in the classroom.  
Geography textbooks, however, are not merely printed texts, but also collections of maps 
designed to present factual statements about geographical reality. As such, they are a particularly 
compelling instance of the intersection of pedagogical and textual power. J. B. Harley reminds us 
that, “the usual perception of the nature of maps is that they are a mirror, a graphic 
representation, of some aspect of the real world.”62 David Perkins Page, the first Principal of the 
Normal School at Albany, NY and author of the popular Theory and Practice of Teaching, put it 
simply: “a map is a picture, and hence a child welcomes it.”63 This oversimplified treatment of 
maps is typical for grammar school instruction in the nineteenth century (and still is today), but it 
is misleading; it presupposes that maps can be completely scientific, neutral, and value-free, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
61 Anderson argues, famously, that “nationally imagined communities” were made possible by the “half-
fortuitous, but explosive, interaction between a system of production and productive relations 
(capitalism), a technology of communications (print), and the fatality of human linguistic diversity.” The 
“monoglot mass reading publics,” he contends, eventually “became capable of comprehending one 
another via print and paper.” See Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin 
and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 2006), 42-46.  
62 J. B. Harley, “Texts and Contexts in the Interpretation of Early Maps,” in The New Nature of Maps: 
Essays in the History of Cartography, ed. Paul Laxton (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
2001), 35.  
63 David Perkins Page, Theory and Practice of Teaching: or, The Motives and Methods of Good  
School-Keeping (New York: Barnes & Burr, 1864), 40. 
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which overlooks the complex rhetorical nature of maps.64 Regarded as products of factual 
science, from which all traces of “scientific scaffolding,” ideology, and production have been 
removed, and revealing a seemingly transparent image of its referent—a schematic image 
analogous to the world—maps exercise a great deal of authority over their viewers.65 Late 
nineteenth-century geography schoolbooks, chock-full of maps endowed with what Christian 
Jacob calls the “aura of power and prestige,” and presented by teachers who functioned, as 
Finkelstein describes, as students’ gateway to the world, were remarkably effective in shaping 
the geographic consciousness of school children.  
Students not only encountered maps in their textbooks; they were also conspicuously 
displayed in the form of wall maps and globes, which makes classrooms compelling physical 
contexts for reading and visual consumption. First among his recommendations for “special 
apparatus,” Johonnot lists maps: “Every schoolroom should be supplied with a map of the town, 
county, and State in which it is situated.” He continues:  
For general use, outline maps, upon which are given the physical divisions of the earth by 
means of color, and the political divisions by faint outlines, are much preferable to those 
that contain the names in full. We consider outline maps almost indispensable to the 
successful teaching of geography. Large maps are much better than small ones, and if an 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
64 Harley points out that maps are “refracted images contributing to dialogue in a socially constructed 
world….Both in the selectivity of their content and in their signs and styles of representation maps are a 
way of conceiving, articulating, and structuring the human world which is biased towards, promoted by, 
and exerts influence upon particular sets of social relations.” See Harley, “Maps, Knowledge, and 
Power,” in The New Nature of Maps, 53.  
65 See Christian Jacob, The Sovereign Map, 273. Jacobs notes that, “The map…changes its status in 
respect to the point of view of its conceiver or that of its viewer. For the conceiver it is a construction, an 
assemblage of partial data, a graphic translation of measurements and observations, a patient labor of 
juxtaposition, of repetition of previous drawings, of their critical verification. The global image is 
constructed in the course of a laborious process of hypothesis and deduction and lends itself to a sum of 
verifications of detail that permits estimation of the truth of the whole image. For the viewer, it is a 
completed process…an effect of reality. A schematic image analogous to the earth, the map has also 
become a reproducible model by means of a simple reproduction…that can conceal the complex 
operations that presided over its construction” (273).  
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entire series can not well be procured, the two hemispheres may be made to very well 
answer the purpose. A small series of maps or charts, upon which are given a map and a 
picture of the natural divisions of land and water, are of very great value, especially in 
primary schools.66  
Other apparatus, including alphabet wheels, abacuses and numeral frames, writing charts, 
copybooks, even clocks get no mention here, but maps are considered essential. After describing 
the furniture of his rural one-room schoolhouse, which consisted of desks, recitation benches, 
and a “broad blackboard in front,” Marshall Barber notes that, “much of the remainder of the 
front wall was covered with maps”—maps he could recall vividly many years later.67 Publishers’ 
advertisements for geographies routinely promote their wall maps and globes: “MONTEITH’S 
WALL MAPS.—The handsomest, most complete, and substantial Maps published, with all 
names laid down. MONTEITH’S GLOBES.—All sizes”; “PERCE’S MAGNETIC GLOBES 
[are] a fitting companion to the unrivalled outline maps of Prof. Arnold Guyot.”68 They no doubt 
had practical applications; students used these maps for reference and recitations and as visual 
companions to their geography and history textbooks. But unlike their geographies, which could 
be set aside when other subjects demanded attention, these maps, which reinforced the 
textbooks’ presentation of metageography in colorful, large-scale maps, were permanent, ever-
visible fixtures of classrooms (fig. 3.9). Given the levels of environmental, pedagogical, textual, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
66 Ibid., 202-203. 
67 Barber, The Schoolhouse, 13. 
68 See the verso of the title page for Monteith’s Physical and Political Geography and Scribner’s 
advertisement for Perce’s Magnetic Globes in the March 1865 issue of The American Educational 
Monthly. Scribner’s advertisement continues: “It will be found invaluable  to primary teachers as well as 
to those who have divisions in the lower grades of the grammar school; and useful in all departments of 
geographical instruction…[A]ccompanying Perce’s Globe are a number of “MAGNETIC OBJECTS,” 
representing the races of mankind, animals, light houses, ships, and steamers, which adhering to the 
surface of the globe by the force of magnetic attraction, serve to illustrate the attraction of gravitation, the 
rotundity of the earth, its diurnal motion, the vicissitudes of day and night, and a number of phenomena, 
otherwise incomprehensible to children.” 
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and visual authority operating concurrently in classrooms, students expressed little skepticism 
about the subject matter. 
 
Figure 3.9  “Picture of a School-Room” from Swinton’s Complete Course in Geography (1875) 
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Advertisement for Frankiln and Joslin Globes, American Educational Monthly, January 1864. 
Any of the era’s prescribed curricula or actual lesson plans reveal that reading, spelling, 
writing, and arithmetic occupied students for much of the school day.69 The study of geography, 
however, did claim considerable attention in late nineteenth-century schools, where science and 
history were not yet part of the regular curriculum. Barber’s recollections are particularly 
representative of the period, so I quote at length: 
Geography…was always taken seriously. We did a great deal of “bounding” countries, 
especially the States, and we learned capitals and their location. I remember well a ritual 
which began “Maine, Augusta, on the Kennebec River.” I got much of it from my sister, 
and I presume that in her more advanced class they continued this chant clear to 
California. We learned something about the material products of different countries but 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
69 See, for example, the program outlined by David Perkins Page in Theory and Practice, 273. Page 
devotes twenty-five minutes to “Study” and twenty minutes to “Recitations, etc.” The only other activities 
listed outside of reading, writing, and arithmetic, are rest, singing, and drawing.   
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less about their spiritual output. I have quoted what we learned about the French, “a gay 
and polite people, fond of dancing and light wines.” We bothered very little about the 
physical geography of counties except those characteristics which could be easily shown 
on maps, such as mountains, seas, and rivers. Map-making was a favorite part of 
geography for us…I was not good at maps, but I used to gaze by the hour at the 
wonderful accomplishments of my schoolmates as outlined on the blackboard.70  
This passage suggests that students divided their time between rote learning and map work—
bounding, drawing, and simply gazing at maps. Teachers with little training adhered closely to 
the textbooks’ prescribed lesson plans, which include both an oral outline to be delivered by the 
teacher and a section for recitation. Barber goes on to describe childish impressions of certain 
geographic features, no doubt the residue of rote learning, not by song in this case, but by means 
of comparative and personificatory device: “Africa, a great head, negroid behind, held her sharp 
nose upturned at the lesser lands to the east. South America, smaller and decidedly more 
svelte…[with]…convenient mountains—the Andes…one beautiful long range which contained 
volcanoes scattered almost from top to bottom like buttons on a jacket.”71 Instructional methods 
relying heavily on memorization generally instilled essentialist ideas in students, like Barber’s 
description of the French. 
Rote learning served many purposes and took many forms. Students were frequently 
required to memorize and recite extended topical lessons, like those outlining the climatic zones 
in Swinton’s Complete Course of Geography: 
The Temperate Zones are the home of the following, among other animals: 1. 
DOMESTIC ANIMALS: the horse, camel, llama, ox, sheep, goat, hog, dog; the hen, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
70 Barber, The Schoolhouse, 35-36.  
71 Barber, The Schoolhouse, 36. Barber mentions that, “The continents were especially impressive, for 
they had a definite personality” (my emphasis).  
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turkey, goose, etc. 2. WILD ANIMALS: the bear, buffalo, deer kangaroo, wolf, fox, 
beaver; the eagle, hawk, jay, etc. 
Exercises on the map, including locations, boundaries, and directions of principal rivers and 
mountain ranges were also the stuff of daily recitation: 
Cities.—1. State the location of each of the following leading cities: New York—
Philadelphia—Brooklyn—Baltimore—Pittsburgh—Buffalo—Newark—Jersey City—
Rochester—Allegheny City—Albany—Wilmington—Washington (D.C.) 2. Which of 
these are seaport cities? 3. Which are State capitals? 4. Which of these are north of 
Philadelphia?—Which south? 5. Which is the most northern?—the most southern? 6. 
Which is the national capital?72 
Although many leading educators condemned this model of instruction, Nietz notes that the 
“catechetical approach was more common and continued longer than in the textbooks of any 
other field,” which is likely due to persistently underqualified teachers.73 As far as geography 
was concerned, classroom reading was geared toward recitation (which stressed elocution and 
performance rather than comprehension) and was, as Guyot and others argue, “generally… 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
72 See Swinton’s Complete Course, 16, 32. Map exercises are a common feature of the general review 
exercises found in many geographies’ appendixes. See, for example, Monteith’s Physical and Political 
Geography, 102-107; and Warren’s Complete Course in Geography, 80. 
73 See Neitz, Old Textbooks, 233. F. H. T., a contributor to the August and September1866 issues of the 
Massachusetts Teacher and Journal of Home and School Education denounces the common approach to 
geography instruction: “Many a time have I entered a school-room, a half, three quarters, a whole hour, 
after school, nay even more than that, and seen two or three unhappy little urchins, so unfortunate as not 
to be blessed by Providence with retentive memories, holding Warren’s Primary Geography in their poor 
little tired hands, and buzzing away in a vain endeavor to make their poor little tired brains hold the hated 
words just long enough to enable them to rattle off the lesson to the teacher, and thus escape their 
thralldom. It seems to me most unjustifiable that teachers who are either too indolent or too thoughtless to 
do the work of teaching the children committed to their care, should be guilty of actual cruelty in 
compelling them to do what is for some almost impossible,—commit to memory strings of words to 
which they attach no meaning whatever…[A]ny teacher who has the ability, or can acquire the ability, to 
pursue a different course, and yet neglects to do so, is guilty of a moral wrong of no small magnitude.” 
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presented to the young as a collection of unrelated facts, each of which must be recollected 
independently, and each of which, therefore, is very easily forgotten.”74 
 Unlike reading or arithmetic, whose recitations were solely verbal, geography consisted 
of both verbal and visual components.75 Map-drawing exercises, a component of nearly every 
geography textbook, comprised a kind of spatial recitation. E. A. and A. C. Apgar, authors of 
Apgar’s Geographical Drawing Book (1865), a portion of which is appended to Swinton’s 
Complete Course in Geography, write: 
The pupil commits his lesson in text to memory, and for a recitation, he repeats it to the 
teacher as given by the author. In studying maps the same rule should be observed; that 
is, the maps should be committed to memory, and for a recitation they should be 
reproduced as given in the book. That form is easiest remembered which the hand is 
taught to trace. The exercise of the mind, needed to teach the hand to trace a form, 
impresses that form upon the mind. As the study of maps is a study of form, the manner 
of studying them should be map-drawing.76 
In their introduction to the practice of map-drawing, the Apgars include descriptions for an 
activity they call “talking and chalking,” which requires a student’s “verbal explanations [of a 
given political division] [to keep] pace with his illustrations.” I will address the mathematics of 
map-drawing exercises and their effects on geographic consciousness below, but for now I want 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
74 See Arnold Guyot, Geographical Teaching, 1. Guyot sought to reduce geography to a science “in 
which hold good the same level of mutual dependence of causes and effect that prevail in all the other 
physical sciences” (2). Reading was often seen as strictly oratorical, not an intellectual enterprise, 
compelling education reformers like Charles Northend to write, “Cause your pupils to feel that words are 
useless, except as symbols of ideas, and that they are but unmeaning sounds, unless they convey ideas.” 
See Northend, The Teacher’s Assistant, or Hints and Methods in School Discipline and Instruction 
(Chicago: Geo. & C. W. Sherwood, 1865), 212. 
75 Geometry is an obvious exception. Questions of shape, size, relative position of figures, and the 
properties of space transferred nicely to geography, especially where map-drawing exercises were 
concerned.  
76 See Swinton’s Complete Course, 130. 
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to emphasize the method of rote learning, whether verbal or visual (or both simultaneously), 
which was the baseline of grammar school geography instruction in the United States. The 
subjects of geography lessons conveyed and performed in this manner slid from memory as 
quickly as did the many other subjects of rote learning.  
But the textbooks offer no alternative pedagogical model; they take for granted that the 
average teacher has no qualifications to teach geography. William Swinton offers this direction:  
TO THE TEACHER.—An Oral Outline, distinctly so named, precedes the regular 
Recitation Lessons, which is in larger type. The use to be made of the Oral Outlines is 
left to the discretion of the teacher. They may be merely read over in the class or they 
may be made the basis of lively exposition by the instructor. The attention of faithful 
teachers, who wish to do more than mere rote-work, is earnestly invited to this feature of 
the book.77 
Despite Swinton’s invitation, the general misgivings of reformers suggests that many teachers 
did not have a flair for “lively exposition,” a point underlined by the oral outline’s profusion of 
verbal and performative cues:  
  4.  You have said that the earth is round; but a thing may be round like a penny, or 
round like a pillar, our round like a ball: in which of these three meanings is the earth 
round? [Let the teacher now state that an object of the form of a ball is called a sphere, or 
globe. It may be well also to put on the blackboard a diagram of a sphere, as in Fig.1, 
page 2.] What is meant by “rotundity”? Roundness. 
  5.   Is an orange exactly round? Which parts are flattened? Correct; the stem and the part 
opposite are flattened. Our globe, the earth, is in like manner somewhat flattened at two 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
77 Ibid., 1. 
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opposite parts of its surface; still, the earth is so nearly sphere-like in for that we may 
think of it as exactly that shape. 
  6.  [Teacher pointing to the school globe, which should be introduced at the very outset 
as an indispensible aid to geographical study.] Here is a terrestrial globe, or globe of the 
earth: what is its shape? [Elicit from the pupils the term spherical.] THE SCHOOL 
GLOBE IS SPHERICAL IN SHAPE; IT IS A CORRECT REPRESENTATION OF 
THE EARTH’S FORM.78  
Not only does Swinton provide teachers a complete script, but brackets, italics, and capital letters 
advise the teacher where to point, what to draw on the blackboard, and what kinds of answers to 
elicit from students. A poorly trained teacher, though perhaps unmasked in part by his devotion 
to the prompts, could align himself completely with the textbook and reassert a measure of 
authority. But of course, the authority lies in the textbooks themselves. The maps, illustrations, 
and content were presented as irrefutably scientific and transparently factual.                                                                                                                                                                                                        
 Geography schoolbooks offer a window into the way geography was often taught in 
classrooms and the kinds of information for which students were responsible. The pages of 
review questions, which supplemented the textbooks’ conventional catechistic approach, 
required students to memorize long, jumbled lists of geographic features and ethnographic 
“facts.” They suggest that most of the students’ time was devoted to memorizing lessons—
comprised of both verbal and visual content—for recitation. Critics of textbook-centered 
pedagogical methods claimed that, “we overlook the most important part of the subject when we 
teach merely the names and situations of the continents, mountains, oceans, rivers, etc.” Poorly 
qualified teachers and textbooks that stressed rote learning of endless minutiae of descriptive 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
78 Ibid. 
	   	    
 
231 
geography caused many leading educators to lament what they saw as a disgraceful geographical 
ignorance among school children.79  
Scholars who have noted an equally alarming lack of geographical knowledge among 
contemporary students caution us about reading too much into geographic or cartographic 
artifacts like textbooks for conceptions of historical geographic consciousness. Schulten, for 
example, argues that, “The power of maps to condition consciousness can easily be exaggerated 
when we consider laments about American geographic ignorance were as common a century ago 
as they are today.”80 It is true that late nineteenth-century educators expressed a level of 
dissatisfaction with geography education in the United States—going so far as to inveigh against 
teachers, publishers, and legislators. But ignorance is a disconcerting term straight from the 
imperialist’s lexicon—they do not see it as it really is (i.e., like we see it). I argue that if we settle 
for this binary assessment of historical (or contemporary) geographical understanding, we 
unwittingly inter a range of alternative or imaginative spatial frameworks and geographic 
conceptions. Critics’ (both contemporary and historical) use of ignorance suggests that there is a 
single objective geography that can be accurately and transparently mapped and memorized. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
79 In a review of Fay’s Great Outline of Geography in the June 1868 issue of The American Educational 
Monthly, the reviewer states that, “when all is done, and the pupil is ready to be graduated, he has little 
enough to show for the time an energy he has expended…He can tell to a dot where Timbucto, Hang-
Yang, or Smithtown is; but ask him which is farther north London or Montreal, and ten to one he will say 
Montreal. He can give, without winking, the name and exact location of the smallest of the ‘Cannibal’ 
Islands; but ask him about Schleswig-Holstein or Sardinia, and he will be able to assign them to Europe, 
but there is where his knowledge of them will most probably end. Is this an exaggeration? Question the 
first ten boys or girls that you meet, and if their answers do not betray a parallel acquaintance with 
unimportant facts of Geography and ignorance of those that are important—not to speak of those that are 
really essential—then they have more cause to be grateful to their teacher than children generally have.” 
See also “Physical Geography,” in The American Educational Monthly, May 1866. “They may be glib 
enough at reciting the words of the [school geographies],” argues another contributor, but their “actual 
knowledge amounts to very little”; and “Mathematical Geography,” in AEM, June 1867. 
80 Schulten, Geographic Imagination, 5. Noting the decline of geography as a “routinely taught subject in 
grade school or high school” Bruce Harvey writes, “Travel magazine, television, and, more recently the 
Internet: all perhaps have subsumed the function of the geography primer, although plainly such media 
have not lessened the ignorance of the average citizen in respect to the world about him or her.” See 
Harvey, American Geographics, 60. See also Lewis and Wigen, The Myth of Continents, 1. 
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Reading the artifacts for what they can tell us, we might ask instead how students constructed the 
world around them, what it looked like, how it felt to navigate it, what ways the available media 
(textbooks, wall maps, globes, travel narratives and geographical readers) shaped geographic 
consciousness, and what the consequences of their conceptions were. I argue that the study of 
geographies in late nineteenth-century classrooms counter-intuitively engendered fluid, yet 
outwardly expanding, if disarticulated and idiosyncratic, models of geography, not necessarily 
the smooth, contiguous models we might associate with the increasingly standardized and 
totalizing geography curriculum of a post-War continental nation. 
 
The “logo”: mischief and messiness 
In a popular pedagogical text, Key to Guyot’s Wall Maps: Geographical Teaching, 
Arnold Guyot, the late nineteenth-century’s most highly respected geographer-pedagogue, offers 
his recommendations regarding school maps: 
It is a great error, productive of much mischief, to suppose that almost any map, however 
rough and incorrect, is good enough for the beginner, and for the walls of the 
schoolroom. From the nature of the mind, the first impressions received, especially in 
childhood, are the most lasting. The images of the first map which the child has seen and 
studied, is likely to remain in his mind and accompany him through life. If this first 
image is incorrect, instead of being a help, it is a serious drawback in all his subsequent 
studies. The school map is the foundation of his geographical knowledge, and should be 
true, solid, and correct, if the superstructure is to be so.81 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
81 See Arnold Guyot, Key to Guyot’s Wall Maps: Geographical Teaching; Being a Complete Guide to the 
Use of Guyot’s Wall Maps for Schools, Containing Six Maps and Diagrams, with Full Instructions for 
Drawing the Maps in Accordance with Guyot’s System of Constructive Map Drawing (New York: 
Charles Scribner & Co., 1866), 59. In the 1866 publication the geographical teaching section had been 
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Appropriate geographical images for school children, argues Guyot, should emphasize physical 
geography over features of political or human geography and achieve “harmony,” or “the 
expression of the true relative proportions of parts as found in nature.” But above all, maps 
should be clear and simple. Guyot continues, quoting Humboldt, “‘Only the maps which look 
empty are well remembered’…Only such features of the coasts, mountains, rivers, cities, &c., as 
are to be remembered as fundamental and characteristic, are to be admitted; and those less 
important, which would complicate and obscure the map, should be omitted.”82 Simplicity in 
both presentation and content, argues Guyot, preempts mischievousness and misinterpretation.   
What Guyot does not mention, however, is that mischief resides not only in inaccuracy 
and inferiority, but also (perhaps especially) in simplicity. Point in case: the maps of the United 
States produced for late nineteenth-century geographies. Although these maps were intended to 
teach basic geography to schoolchildren, there is, in fact, nothing simple about them. The United 
States’ cartographic image had been at the peak of crisis just months prior to the publication of 
many of the era’s mot popular geographies. Popular Civil War maps, like Perrines’ New 
Topographical War Map of the Southern States (fig. 3.10), and those printed in (primarily) 
Northern newspapers (fig. 3.11), effectively amputated the South from the North (and the 
West).83 Other commercial maps published in the early 1860s, like Colton’s New Railroad & 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
expanded and revised from its previous publication in the American Educational Monthly. In the first two 
issues of the AEM (January and February 1864), which were sent gratis to “many persons who are not 
subscribers,” the editors announce “arrangements to begin…the publication of a paper on the ‘Physical 
Geography and Productions of the United States,’ by Prof. Guyot of the College of New Jersey.” Guyot’s 
“paper,” titled “How Shall We Teach Geography,” was published in three parts: January, June, and July 
1865. See “Publishers’ Announcement” in the January 1864 issue and “Announcements” in the February 
1864 issue for notice of Guyot’s paper and “miniature maps.”  
82 Ibid., 59-60’ my emphasis. 
83 Charles O. Perrine was just one of many map publishers in the United States and Europe to capitalize 
on the War. See, for example, Benjamin Russell’s The Historical War Map (Boston, 1862); Wyld’s 
Military Map of the United States (1861); and Lloyd’s Map of the Southern States (1861). These popular 
foldout maps sold from between twenty-five and fifty cents and gained an enormous public audience 
during the War. For more on the Civil War newspaper maps and on the confusion they caused, see David 
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County Map of the United States (fig. 3.12), although geographically more inclusive than the 
Civil War maps, omit the western half of the nation and break apart the rest into seemingly 
irreconcilable sectional units by way of conventional color coding.84 Likewise, antebellum 
geography textbooks (when they do contain maps) generally include one map at the national 
scale, but leave the West (anything west of Iowa, including the states of California and Oregon) 
out of the more extensive cartographic and discursive regional coverage.85 These few examples, 
out of the hundreds that circulated in cheap, accessible forms, demonstrate considerable 
indeterminacy in both the geographic frame and content of the nation.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Bosse, Civil War Newspaper Maps: A Historical Atlas (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1993), 3-50.  
84 Additionally, the frame of the inset, which includes not Canada as the title suggests, but Mexico, 
Central America, the Caribbean, and the northern tip of South America—expresses uncertainty about the 
United States’ cartographic image. Although commercial mapmakers, most of whom were Northerners, 
were generally reluctant to acknowledge the Confederacy in their maps, their anxiety (or excitement) 
regarding a potential geopolitical shake-up in the hemisphere could not be contained. 
85 See, for example, Samuel A. Mitchell, Mitchell’s School Atlas: Comprising the Maps and Tables 
Designed to Accompany Mitchell’s School and Family Geography. Philadelphia: H. Cowperthwait & 
Company, 1857; and James Monteith’s Monteith’s Youth’s Manual of Geography. (New York: A. S. 
Barnes & Co., 1854. Regional maps supporting the Mitchell’s geography include New England, Middle 
States, Southern States, Texas, Western States (from Ohio to Iowa), Michigan and Wisconsin, then onto 
Mexico, Central America, and the West Indies. Stephanie LeMenager has uncovered forgotten 
ambivalence and doubt about certain types of environments that posed problems for nationalist visions of 
Manifest Destiny driven by Jeffersonian agrarianism. She argues that before the American West became 
an accepted symbol of U.S. national character in the late nineteenth century, it contained troublesome 
spaces that many Americans doubted could ever be fully nationalized because they could not be settled 
and farmed. See LeMenager, Manifest and Other Destinies: Territorial Fictions of the Nineteenth-
Century United States. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2004. This ambivalence is reflected in 
nineteenth century popular cartography.  
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Figure 3.10  Perrine’s New Topographical War Map of the Southern States (1864). David Rumsey Historical Map 
Collection. 
 
 
 
Figure 3.11  Civil War newspaper maps (left to right) from The New 
York Herald, Saturday, November 16, 1861 and Harper’s Weekly, 
November 1861. The four quarters of the original Harper’s Weekly 
map were scattered throughout the issue. They have been removed and 
assembled in this image. David Rumsey Historical Map Collection. 
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Figure 3.12  Colton’s New Railroad & County Map of the United States, the Canadas, &c. (1862). David 
Rumsey Historical Map Collection. 
  
Textbook maps of the United States cleaned up decades of cartographic messiness that 
had so recently threatened U.S. national and geographic identity. Maps that depict a nation in 
parts (whether dismembered or splintered), or with uncertain political and territorial borders, 
suggest that Americans’ sense of Manifest Destiny had likely, if only briefly, been interrupted—
a sense of which late nineteenth-century geographies not only restore, but an imperial project 
they announce as suddenly completed. More than anything, this single feature separates the 
earlier geographies from their late nineteenth-century counterparts. U.S. maps, like the one 
featured in Monteith’s Physical and Political Geography (fig 3.13), are simplistic; they “look 
empty,” as Humboldt would have it, and, so the theory goes, are more easily memorized and 
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consumed. Monteith’s map demonstrates what Lewis and Wigen call a determined desire to “will 
uniformity out of diversity.”86 Even though many Southern states had not yet been readmitted to 
the Union and had no representation in Congress, there is no residue of sectional conflict. 
Monteith also reintroduces the forgotten West as a vital part of the Union and of national culture, 
granting the still mutable states and territories of the Great American Desert equal cartographic 
treatment. The uniform color-coding completes the sterilization of the map, reifying states as 
natural and fundamental building blocks of national geography, while flattening out the 
differences between places like Indian Territory, the Dakotas, and Virginia. The “simple” U.S. 
maps produced for geography textbooks invoke what J. B. Harley calls “an innocent reality 
dictated by the intrinsic truth of the data”; but they are not mirrors.87 They are rhetorical images, 
with targeted audiences, that function here as “territorial propaganda in the legitimation of 
national identity.”88 Generations of students encountered this newly refashioned cartographic 
image in textbooks and wall maps, which removed all traces of indeterminacy and contingency. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
86 See Lewis and Wigen, The Myth of Continents, 8. 
87 See Harley, “Text and Context,” in The New Nature of Maps, 37. 
88 Harley, “Maps, Knowledge, and Power,” in The New Nature of Maps, 57. 
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 Figure 3.13  Map of the United States in Monteith’s Physical and Political Geography (1866)  
Monteith’s map approaches a form of geographic representation Benedict Anderson calls 
the “map-as-logo.” In this form, he observes, “all explanatory glosses could be summarily 
removed: lines of longitude and latitude, place names, signs for rivers, seas, and mountains, 
neighbors. Pure sign, no longer compass to the world.”89 Although cartographic symbols and 
place names have been retained for didactic purposes, the shape of the nation stands out against 
its neighbors, which, uncolored, fade into the pages of the textbook.90 This “relief” effect is 
reinforced by the neatline, which fits tightly around the borders of the nation leaving little room 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
89 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities, 175; emphasis in original. The map-as-logo form is not 
unlike the “languages-of-power” Anderson describes as vital to print-capitalism’s role in the formation of 
imagined communities. Just as print-capitalism eliminates linguistic diversity, producing monoglot mass 
reading publics, the logo form eliminates cartographic diversity from the national image. 
90 This is the same representational scheme Monteith employs in maps of the continents. In the maps of 
Europe, for example, European nations are colored to differentiate the continent from Africa and Asia, 
which both remain blank. See, Monteith, Monteith’s Physical and Political Geography, 86, 88. 
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for British America to the north, and by inserts depicting Alaska Territory and the “comparative 
area” of the U.S. and the continents of Europe and Australia, which conveniently conceal much 
of Mexico to the south (see fig. 3.14). Instead of acknowledging international borders, then, this 
map makes a claim about the continental dimensions of the nation. The comparative elements, 
like the insets, which rely on the “instantly recognizable” logo form (a new feature of late 
nineteenth-century geographies), superimpose nation and continent, conflating two supposedly 
hierarchical metageographical concepts. Thus, this map does not anticipate the fulfillment of 
Manifest Destiny, nor does it depict a westwardly advancing frontier, like earlier geographies 
(see, for example, Camp’s Geography in fig. 3.15); it shows a hopeful and premature conclusion 
to continental empire. Map sections that opened with sterilized maps of continental U.S. space in 
this way encouraged students to think globally and to project their sense of nation elsewhere. 
 
Figure 3.14  Detail of Monteith’s U.S. Map (1866) 
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Figure 3.15  Camp’s Geography, Embracing the Key to Mitchell’s Series of Outline Maps (1858, 1861) 
 
Geography textbooks utilized a number of new features to encourage students to look 
beyond the borders of the completed nation and to develop refreshed global ambitions even 
during a time of national reconstruction and self-examination. In addition to map and recitation 
exercises that emphasize “Routes of Travel,” from dozens of U.S. cities to destinations around 
the globe, Monteith’s geographies, for example, include a variety of comparative features. On 
the margins of each map Monteith includes a catalogue of comparative latitudes that guide 
students to distant locales: they discover, that New York and Naples, Italy; Denver and Pekin, 
China; and Jacksonville and Cairo, Egypt are all located in precisely the same latitude. And 
latitudes, as the geographies teach, correlate with isothermal zones; thus students were prompted 
to compare and classify the climate and weather patterns of disparate places like the southern 
U.S. and North Africa. Each map also features a series of clocks showing the comparative 
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time—noon at London serving as the chronometric baseline—that allowed students to imagine 
the temporal rhythms of people all over the world. Insets of individual, or small groups of, U.S. 
states on all of the maps of foreign continents, and a chart designed specifically for comparison 
of domestic and foreign geography, keep the relative size of both natural and political divisions 
in view (fig. 3.16). Not only do the chart’s comparisons underscore the sheer size of the nation 
(European colonial powers fit inside single states and entire subcontinents correspond to 
regions), but the map-as-logo image, an even clearer iteration than the U.S. map that opens this 
section, effectively transforms the nation once again into a continent. This map, like the previous 
example, does not merely function to facilitate simple comparisons; it makes an argument about 
the United States’ place in the world. But these disparate areas of the world and the different 
types of political divisions the chart conflates are not necessarily comparable, nor can they be so 
easily abstracted from spatial contexts without consequences. 
 
Figure 3.16  “Chart Showing the Comparative Area of States, Countries, Etc.” in Monteith’s Physical and 
Political Geography (1866). The following description of the chart precedes a page of exercises: “The 
Countries and Islands have areas equal to, or nearly equal, to those of the States in which their names 
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appear. For example, the area of Iowa is about the same as that of England. The portion of the map which 
is colored yellow represents Arabia; that colored Red, Hindoostan; green, Persia.” 
 The maps of the United States suggest that schoolchildren were encouraged to gaze 
beyond the now completed continental nation, but we need to consider how the gaze is trained 
and the ideological consequences of that training. Like their predecessors, late nineteenth-
century geographies proceed with the assumption that geographic phenomena are necessarily and 
neatly hierarchically ordered. All of the geographies, as I discussed above, open their map 
sections by dividing the world into hemispheres. They move rapidly from supracontinental 
blocks, such as East and West, to maps of the North American continent (Canada, the U.S., 
Mexico, Central America, and the West Indies), and finally to the simplistic, tidy maps of the 
United States I describe above. While it is true that geography textbooks were designed for 
students in the United States, offering justification for the dispatch with which they arrive at 
domestic geography, there is a powerful narrative in this movement. Hemispheres, continents, 
and nation-states (presented in this order) comprise the primary spatial structures and taxonomic 
system with which students are encouraged to conceptualize global geography. Geography 
textbooks quickly establish the American nation-state as the model for geographical concepts 
presented in the rest of the textbook.  
In The Myth of Continents, Lewis and Wigen introduce what they call a “jigsaw-puzzle 
view of the world.” They describe this view as “the expectation that a proper map will always 
show a set of sharply bounded units that fit together with no overlap and no unclaimed territory.” 
The paradigm they identify is the map of the United States, which is taught to every American 
child. “Having never been exposed to a critique of the simple geography taught in elementary 
school,” they observe, “we continue to seek correspondingly simple maps for much more 
problematic phenomena, expecting to see their spatial patterns conveniently arrayed in large, 
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contiguous, colorful blocks.”91 As I have argued, there is nothing simple about the geographies’ 
maps of American states; they “exert a social influence through their omissions as much as by 
the features they depict and emphasize.”92 But the implications of this perspective of the world 
are profound for late-century geography students. First, it suggests that the discrete pieces thus 
delineated are fully comparable and can be abstracted from their physical contexts for analytical 
purposes. Secondly, it suggests that the world order thus described is essentially stable and that 
mapping is a purely technical exercise, a matter of simple description, not historically or 
politically motivated and influenced. Both of these notions were major components of late-
nineteenth-century geography education.  
 
Geographies and imperial imagination 
With the publication of Geographical Teaching in 1866, Arnold Guyot sought to affect 
an “entire revolution in [the] methods of teaching geography.”93 His “philosophic” approach was 
designed to replace “the old plan of giving the pupil long lists of names, and collections of facts 
in regard to political geography,” with an introduction “to the globe in its physical conformation 
and conditions” (54). Guyot’s influence on geography instruction in the United States was 
widely felt. His emphasis on physical geography—or the study of the globe, its natural forms, 
and life “as it came perfected from the hand of the Creator” (51)—reverberates through all of the 
era’s textbooks, despite their continued use of catalogues of names, facts, and exercises.94 
Geographical Teaching is the equivalent of a teacher’s edition of Guyot’s popular geography 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
91 Lewis and Wigen, The Myth of Continents, 11. 
92 Harley, “Maps, Knowledge, and Power,” in The New Nature of Maps, 67. For more on Harley’s 
argument about the “political undercurrents in [maps’] silences,” see 67-68.  
93 Guyot, Geographical Teaching, 54. Subsequent references are cited in the text. 
94 Guyot’s own textbooks are no exception. See, for example, Elements of Geography for Primary 
Classes. New York: Charles Scribner & Company, 1869.   
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textbooks; it not only advises teachers on approaches to the subject, including pages of sample 
dialogue between a teacher and her students, but it also heavily supplements the teachers’ own 
knowledge of the subject. Guyot outlines curriculum for a preparatory course, what he calls the 
“perceptive portion,” focusing primarily on the basic principals of physical geography as 
outlined in any of the textbooks. Political geography—“the distribution of man in the social 
capacity of States or nations”—he argues, “cannot be intelligently studied until a knowledge has 
been acquired of the physical conformation, the soil, the climate, the resulting vegetable and 
associated animal life, which make the possibility of the presence of civilized States or nations in 
one part of the continent while they are absent from another” (27; emphasis in original).  
Guyot’s approach to political geography (by way of physical geography), which had a 
remarkable effect on the discipline, has more serious consequences than the alternative—a 
method, he argues, which results only in forgotten lists of once-memorized terms. Guyot’s 
system naturalizes imperial ideology and activity. Guyot applies the taxonomic systems and 
classification schemes utilized by the physical geographer to describe the “distribution, 
industries, social organization, intellectual condition, and history of the civilized inhabitants” 
(27). The teacher is reminded that when studying the races, “the pupil has nothing to do but 
remember what he is told. He has no means of ascertaining for himself anything about them,” but 
when considering “people in their social capacity of nations and states,” students benefit 
considerably by bringing their intellectual capacities to bear (51). Students’ minds, however, 
were already conditioned by physical geography’s emphasis on classification and 
hierarchization. Preparatory to the study of political geography, then, 
[The student] learns of the classification of mankind as civilized or savage, according to 
the degree to which these wants [food and clothing for the body, guidance and instruction 
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for the mind, and instruction in regard to the origin, duties, and destiny of his soul] are 
realized, and the manner in which, and the extent to which, these are supplied. Finally, he 
learns of the great resources of civilized nations, in providing means for the supply of 
these wants—agriculture and grazing, lumbering, mining, manufacturing, and 
commerce;—which of these are most feasible in any given conditions which a country 
may possess;—and which are the most desirable locations for any particular occupation, 
as manufacturing or commerce, and which require the assemblage of large communities 
in limited areas, and thus give rise to cities and towns. (51-52) 
Having equipped himself with this view of the world, argues Guyot, “the pupil is ready to return 
to the map” (52). However, what he has to say about how the student should apply this 
knowledge in the classroom has serious consequences outside the classroom. I quote at length: 
The territory occupied by any nation in a continent being defined, by tracing its 
boundaries upon the physical map, he, knowing all the general physical conditions of that 
country, knows at once what are the resources of the people inhabiting it; what it is 
capable of being in the hands of an intelligent and industrious community. He knows 
where are the best facilities for agriculture—where pasturage would be more 
practicable—where are the regions for forests and mines—where are the best locations 
for manufacturing and commerce; and, hence, where he may expect to find thriving 
towns. In looking at the physical map, therefore, he sees, in imagination, a busy people 
carrying on in every part of the country the appropriate avocations. If he finds that these 
resources are not improved as they are capable of being, he argues a limited population or 
an imperfect civilization. (52) 
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We do not have to look hard in this passage to find imperial gestures. Master of a handful of 
basic concepts, the student knows “at once” what is best, what is appropriate, what to expect, and 
where to find natural resources. He imposes his own set of preconceptions and preoccupations on 
the landscape, its inhabitants, and their economy. Schulten reminds us that, “By concentrating on 
the way humans acted relative to their environment, academic geography demonstrated the need 
for the wisdom, benevolence, and efficiency of American foreign intervention.”95 Map exercises 
like these sharpen the imperial gaze and turn unwitting students into would-be-colonizers; they 
return to the map endowed with power to assess, appropriate, and absorb.   
 One of the most common map exercises in the geographies, as both Guyot and Barber 
remind us, was bounding, or tracing boundaries on the map.96 Monteith’s Physical and Political 
Geography requires students to bound every nation:  
Bound BRAZIL. What is its capital?  
Name the capes on the cost of Brazil. The cities.  
What large island at the mouth of the Amazon? 
In what part of Brazil are its mountain regions? Its Silvas? Llanos? Pampas?  
   Its diamond district? 
 What lake in the southern part of Brazil? 
 By what river and its tributaries is the greater part of Brazil drained? 
 By what is its southern part drained? Its eastern? 
 What is the greatest width of Brazil from east to west? Of the United States of North  
    America?97 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
95 Schulten, The Geographical Imagination, 10. 
96 Barber, The Schoolhouse at Prairie View, 35-36.  
97 See Monteith, Monteith’s Physical and Political Geography, 81. Students were frequently required to 
recite answers to these questions verbally or in combination with map-drawing exercises. 
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Bounding exercises treated each nation and its people discretely and homogenously (like the 
maps of the United States), imposing impervious external boundaries that disavow both internal 
conflicts and inter-national links. Map and textbook publishers responded to the growing 
popularity of this method by publishing blank outline maps and cards.98 When used, these 
implements, which featured outlines of individual national and continental borders, produced a 
“flash-card view” of the world. Abstracted from their physical contexts and arranged in random 
sequence, nations lost all specificity and could be conveniently placed side-by-side for 
comparison. In American classrooms, the United States was, of course, always the “control” 
case, against which other political divisions were compared. Maps of the United States, as we 
have seen, are tidy and totalizing; there is “no overlap and no unclaimed territory,” and 
everything is “arrayed in large, contiguous, colorful blocks”—even Indian Territory and the 
Public Land panhandle of present-day Oklahoma are regularized and uniform.99 As Ernest 
Gellner and others have argued, nations are not natural entities, but social constructions, so it 
stands to reason that not all human groups identified as nation-states the way the United States 
did (although the presentation of cultural and political congruency was, of course, deceiving). 
Comparative work, therefore, was always already skewed.100 Where students perceive 
deficiencies, like the hypothetical map-reader in Guyot’s example, or when their own evaluation 
leads them to different conclusions about the use of space or resources than presently manifest 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
98 The number of advertisements for outline maps and cards in educational periodicals attests to their 
popularity in the classroom and to the consistency with which teachers used bounding to teach both 
physical and political geography. The March 1873 issue of The Wisconsin Journal of Education, for 
example, has advertisements for five different publishers’ outline maps and cards: Cornell’s (D. Appleton 
& Co.), Camp’s (A. H. Andrews & Co.), Mitchell’s (E. H. Butler & Co.), Guyot’s (Scribner, Armstrong 
& Co.), Pelton’s (Sower, Barnes & Co.).  
99 See Lewis and Wigen, The Myth of Continents, 11. 
100 See Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983), 48-49.  
	   	    
 
248 
themselves in any given location, intervention is warranted. A passage from Monteith’s section 
titled “Mankind; the Races” illustrates this point: 
   12. The Condition of a Nation would be affected by a material change in its systems of 
rivers, canals, and railroads. 
   13. Improved Means of Intercommunication serve to advance civilization, education, 
and prosperity of the people, and to promote a spirit of national unity. 
   14. This is obvious in the United States, where constantly increasing lines of travel by 
railroads, steamboats, and canals, together with elaborate postal and telegraph systems, 
contribute largely to the growing power of this republic. 
   15. The Depressing Effects of the Absence of these Means of development are 
observed in the condition of Africa and the greater part of Asia.101 
Not only does Monteith once again compare the United States with continents, but these areas of 
the world, whose inhabitants “lack energy, industry, and patriotism” and the 
“conditions…necessary [for] the promotion of individual and national prosperity,” require 
immediate assistance.102  
Maps, argues J. B. Harley, have long been “weapons of imperialism.”103 Surveyors and 
mapmakers labored at their symbolic craft to communicate an imperial message to both the 
colonizers and the colonized. In many American classrooms imperial ideologies flourished not 
only through reference to the textbooks’ physical and political maps, but also through the use of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
101 See Monteith, Monteith’s Physical and Political Geography, 44; emphasis intended to aid in 
memorization.  
102 Ibid., 45. 
103 Harley writes, “Insofar as maps were used in colonial promotion, and lands claimed on paper before 
they were effectively occupies, maps anticipated empire….Maps were used to legitimize the reality of 
conquest and empire. They helped create myths which would assist in the maintenance of the territorial 
status quo.” He notes that maps were used as “an aggressive complement to the rhetoric of speeches, 
newspapers, and written texts, or to the histories and popular songs extolling the virtues of empire.” See 
Harley, “Maps, Knowledge, and Power,” in The New Nature of Maps, 57-58.  
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blank outline maps wiped clear of the sign systems and cartographic codes that legitimated 
conquest and exploitation. Students were encouraged to fill in the empty space of outline maps 
with knowledge shaped by the textbooks’ catalogues of bounding exercises and any 
supplementary material presented by their teachers. Citing Carl Ritter, under whom he studied at 
the University of Berlin, Guyot writes,  
“Let the pupil have a box before [him], require him to put anything into it; then what you 
give him will be permanently retained.” Such a box is a good fundamental physical map 
of the globe and of each country. Having this fixed in his mind, let the pupil read books 
of travel or of history, descriptions of people, or of plants or animals, and he will at once 
locate every geographical detail in its proper place, and will surely remember what he 
reads all the better; while at the same time he is constantly perfecting the image in his 
own mind of the real nature of the continent, of the country he reads about, as it actually 
is.104 
If the textbooks and geographical readers are any indication of the stuff students put in their 
“boxes,” they retained only essentialized and static images of people and places, the kinds of 
images that justified and promulgated imperial ideologies. Geographies did not simply train 
students to read maps, but to mobilize their interpretations, to use them to impose order and 
meaning on the world.  
At the same time outline maps were fixing indelible images of countries and continents in 
the minds of students, map-drawing exercises, designed to produce “more lasting impressions 
of…geographical features than could be obtained in any other way,” paradoxically, drew 
attention to the cartographic process and the mutability of global geography in the hands of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
104 Guyot, Geographical Teaching, 58; my emphasis.  
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neophyte mapmakers.105 Although map-drawing manuals had been published prior to the Civil 
War, authors of late nineteenth-century geographies were the first to include mapmaking 
exercises in the textbooks as an integral part of geography education.106 Students were not only 
consumers of maps, but were routinely required to produce their own representations of the 
earth’s surface as part of recitation. After each student has prepared an outline map of a given 
political division, Monteith advises that it “be filled up at the dictation of the teacher…At the 
close of the recitation these papers are collected, corrected and returned. By pursuing this course, 
each pupil has recited, and in such a way as to give the best possible proof of his knowledge…It 
takes only a short time, and is a thorough test.”107 According to the particular assignment criteria, 
students filled them in with a range of features including mountains, islands, bays, sounds, 
straits, rivers, lakes, political divisions, cities, railroads, etc.  “A map so constructed,” argues 
Guyot, “will never fail to call up a complete picture of the region it represents. The child has thus 
taken the first step in geographical study; he has made an intimate acquaintance with a portion of 
the earth’s surface, and has found a symbol by which it can always be recalled, as vividly as the 
face of a friend by a portrait.”108 Although the daily diagrammatic sketching was the most 
common type of map-drawing exercise, it was occasionally the precursor to more ornamental 
maps complete with color, cartographic signs, even cartouches, legends, and ornate script, like 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
105 See Peter Keam and John Mickleborough, A Hand Book of Map Drawing (Philadelphia: E. H. Butler& 
Co., 1869), 3. See also Apgars’ Geographical Drawing Book. Philadelphia: J. B. Cowperthwait, 1866. 
106 See, for example, Matthew Fontaine Maury, Map-Drawing from Maury’s Revised Manual of 
Geography. New York: University Pub. Co., 1811; and Cornelius S. Cartée, Elements of Map-Drawing; 
with Plans for Sketching Maps by Triangulation, etc. Boston: Crosby, Nichols & Co., 1859. Map-drawing 
was, of course, not new to geography instruction. In 1826, William Bentley Fowle, principal of a female 
monitorial school in Boston, described the process, “A child that can imitate a letter, can imitate the 
outline of a country—roughly and badly, to be sure, at first—but sufficiently well to fix in her mind the 
prominent features of it. Her lesson requires her to find the prominent objects of the map she is drawing. 
She finds them, marks them on her little map, feels acquainted with them, and proud of the acquaintance.” 
See Finkelstein, Governing the Young, 149.  
107 Monteith, Monteith’s Physical and Political Geography, unnumbered appendix. 
108 Guyot, Geographical Teaching, 9. 
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those drawn by Maggie Shaw, a grammar school student from Geneseo, Illinois in 1876 (fig 
3.17).109 
  
Figure 3.17  Maps from Maggie Shaw’s notebook (ca. 1876) 
Outline maps of continents, nations, and states were, however, as the textbooks suggest, 
most often drawn from memory, which either meant a lot of practice (“rapid work and much of it 
should be the motto” wrote the authors of one system); or memorizing complex geometric 
patterns, which were often beyond the means of many grammar school students. A portion of the 
“Directions for Drawing North America” from the Apgars’ system of map-drawing featured in 
Swinton’s Complete Course of Geography, illustrates the difficulty of this plan: 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
109 Shaw attended the Geneseo Public School in the late 1870s. I found Shaw’s maps, written answers to 
map exercises, and other notes and doodles (including one of Queen Victoria) tucked away in a tattered 
copy of Monteith’s Comprehensive Geography (1872) at the University of Illinois’ Main Library stacks 
inscribed with her name, city, and the date 1876. Shaw’s sister, Lulu, also appears to have used the 
textbook and some of her notes, with the date 1877, have also been preserved in this copy. 
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   Diagram.—1. Draw a quadrant, and divide it into four equal parts, as represented in the 
figure. Through the first division at 1. and the right angle, draw the first line of the 
diagram for the length desired for the map. 
   2. From the centre of this line, draw line C D at right angles with it, and one-half its 
length. Connect A D and B D. 
   3. Extend the line C D toward E, making the while length D E, equal to A D or B D, 
and draw the lines A E and E B. 
   4. Divide the line A E into four equal parts, and from the upper division point at G, 
draw the line G H at right angles to A E, and equal to E C in length. Connect A and H.110 
The directions continue at length. Students following this method are instructed to first 
accurately construct the “diagram” or set geometric forms (featured in the upper left-hand corner 
of fig. 3.18), then to draw the coastline and describe the features formed by it (e.g., bays, 
peninsulas gulfs, etc.), and finally to attend to the internal features. The Apgars’ system was so 
rigorously mathematical that other methods emerged in an attempt to simplify the process.111 In 
addition to the geometric scheme, Monteith, for example, also included a system based on 
comparative shapes. However, it had its limitations: visual analogues, like a seal for Ontario or a 
lizard for Cuba, were simply unavailable for most of the earth’s surface (fig. 3.19). Map-making 
exercises suggested that the world could be arranged in neat geometric patterns. Furthermore, the 
application of mathematics to geographical form (or comparing geographic shapes with animals) 
naturalized the presentation of continents and nation-states, thus, it would seem, removing all 
traces of ideology from geographic representation. In other words, cartography (and, by 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
110 Swinton, Complete Course, 131.  
111 Given the geometric complexity of their method, E. A. and A. C. Apgar began publishing “drawing 
paper” to aid students in the construction of national and continental diagrams. See Apgars’ Geographical 
Drawing Book, 3. 
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extension, the study of geography) is science, not the exercise of state power or politics—
science, not imperialism. Given their “diagrams” were constructed accurately, students were 
taught they could reproduce the world as it is.  
 
Figure 3.18  Directions for drawing the continents from Swinton’s Complete Course in Geography (1875) 
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Figure 3.19  From Monteith’s Comprehensive Geography (1872) 
 
But just like the metanarrative produced in other sections of the textbooks, there is 
nothing natural about the way map-drawing exercises present geography. Although hemispheres 
and continents seem like such obvious visual units—so obvious that they can be abstracted 
without too much confusion, as in the Apgars’ exercises above—they are historically contingent 
and unstable. Lewis and Wigen remind us, for example, that, “the sevenfold continental system 
of American elementary school geography did not emerge in final form until the middle decades 
of the [twentieth] century.”112 At the expense of geopolitical, economic, and cultural 
connections, the easily discernable, mathematical relationships and forms of geometric map-
drawing systems justify the metageographical concepts presented in the remainder of the 
textbooks. In their Hand-Book of Map Drawing, Keam and Mickleborough claim, “the grouping 
of States and countries has been based upon the principle of climate and productions, so that 
when a scholar has learned what is true of one State or country, he may readily infer what is true 
in a great many respects of all the other States or countries contained in that group.” The 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
112 Lewis and Wigen, The Myth of Continents, 21. 
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groupings, they continue, “rest upon a natural and not an artificial basis.”113 The groupings, 
however, seem to have much more to do with convenient geometric relationships than climate 
and productions. For example, the map of France, Spain & Portugal (fig. 3.20) disavows the 
common productions and climate of the Mediterranean nations of North Africa and Europe. 
Spain and Portugal, one might argue, have as much if not more in common with Morocco and 
Algeria than with France. But the entire continent of Africa, is relegated to its own page. Black 
and savage, it is completely cut off from civilized Europe.  
 
Figure 3.20 “Figure for France, Spain & Portugal,” from Peter Keam and John Mickleborough, A Hand-
Book of Map Drawing (1869) 
 
Entire generations of geography students were brought up on map-drawing exercises that 
in all their scientific and mathematical precision treated geographic space more like a game. 
Continents and countries selected for reproduction were abstracted from geographical context in 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
113 Keam and Mickleborough, A Hand-Book of Map Drawing, 3, 5. 
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a process that often resulted in problems with scale. Maggie Shaw’s maps of Africa and Maine, 
for example, are drawn at completely different scales, yet their juxtaposition in her notebook 
makes them appear equivalent (fig. 3.21).114 The same is true of another page, which depicts 
Palestine, Norway and Sweden, Massachusetts, and France without reference to scale (fig. 3.22). 
This “unit-egalitarianism,” as Lewis and Wigen call it, is a product of the “odd balance of 
coverage” in nineteenth-century commercial atlases and geography textbooks, which devote 
equal print space (one page) to the New England states and the entire continents of South 
America, Africa, and Asia, respectively.115 The inconsistent use of scale distorts our perceptions 
of spatial relationships among countries and continents—it makes the United States seem 
enormous in the eyes of schoolchildren, which surely shaped the way they conceived of the 
nation in the world. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
114 This kind of juxtaposition occurs frequently in her notebook: the British Isles and Australia appear 
side-by-side, as do the Midwestern States and Mexico and Central America; the Southern States and 
China; and Texas and Italy. Although Monteith emphasizes the necessity of a consistent scale, Shaw’s 
notebook gives no indication that scale was considered. On scale and map-drawing, see Monteith, 
Monteith’s Physical and Political Geography, unnumbered appendix. 
115 See Lewis and Wigen, The Myth of Continents, 11-12. 
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Figure 3.21  Africa and Maine from Maggie Shaw’s notebook (ca. 1876) 
 
 Figure 3.22  Maps from Maggie Shaw’s notebook (ca. 1876)    
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Mapmaking was not simply a transparent, reproductive process; it promoted a certain 
playfulness with boundaries, shapes, forms, scale, and contour and encouraged students to 
consider the politics of geographical representation and the inherent changeability of political 
geography. Cartography is laden with power; it exerts considerable control over the way we see 
the world. Harley argues that the key to the internal power of maps is the cartographic process—
a process American students were exposed to as a regular component of geography education:  
By [cartographic process] I mean the way maps are compiled and the categories of 
information selected; the way they are generalized, a set of rules for the abstraction of the 
landscape; the way the elements in the landscape are formed into hierarchies; and the way 
various rhetorical styles that also reproduce power are employed to represent the 
landscape. To catalog the world is to appropriate it, so all these technical processes 
represent acts of control over its image, which extend beyond the professed uses of 
cartography.116 
Geography textbooks and map-drawing exercises fashioned little cartographers out of grammar 
school students and whether they were fully aware of it or not, mapmaking exercises taught them 
to construct powerful narratives with maps. Their choices of frame and scale, and the decisions 
they (or their teachers or textbooks) made about what to include and exclude from their maps tell 
stories about spatial relationships at home and abroad, about national unity and the extent of U.S. 
territory, about the place of the new continental nation in the world, and about where people 
belong.  
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Coda: an “early” post-destiny turn 
In Guyot’s schoolbooks and pedagogical texts, he argues that geography lessons “should 
commence with what it most familiar to the child—his own locality—as that is within his range 
of observation.”117 Accordingly, his prescribed elementary curriculum begins by requiring young 
students to describe the classroom orally—the walls, window, and doors, the students’ desks, the 
stove—and then to draw a map to scale on the blackboard. Once this simple diagram has been 
executed, teachers direct their students’ attention to the dimensions, contour, and orientation, of 
the school-grounds and require them to draw a plan of the grounds to scale. Finally, students 
describe the surrounding country—the rivers and mountains; the farms, factories, and mills; the 
towns and villages—and are once again instructed to produce a map, this time at a much greater 
scale. These simple sketches of classrooms, school-grounds, and the surrounding country were 
often precursors to larger maps of cities, counties, and states, which were commonly drawn on 
schoolroom blackboards across the country.118   
In addition to the metanarratives that arrange geographical phenomena neatly and 
hierarchically, geographies also set in motion a centrifugal model of geographic consciousness 
beginning with the “home neighborhood” and dilating to larger and larger expanses. From their 
immediate surroundings, students gather information about “features that can be made use of in 
building up images of remote regions.”119 Because home is both knowable and imageable to 
students, they move with ease to wider frames, toting around a few geographical building blocks. 
For perhaps the first time, the nation, the geographies’ maps consistently suggested, was a 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
117 Guyot, Geographical Teaching, 8-9. 
118 A note to the teacher in Monteith’s Comprehensive Geography reads, “The book opens with a 
presentation of a landscape, in the center of which is the learner’s school-house. He is shown the points of 
the compass and the relative positions of neighboring mountains, lakes, villages, islands, etc., all being 
represented, not only in a picture, but also on a map.” See “Plan of the Comprehensive Geography” in 
Monteith, Comprehensive Geography, unnumbered front matter. 
119 Guyot, Geographical Teaching, 8. 
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foregone conclusion. It no longer needed explanatory footnotes; it no longer needed to be 
imagined as monolithic, it simply was—knowable and mappable. Gone were the traces of 
divisive sectional conflict that had so recently threatened geopolitical cohesion; the residue of 
violent territorial acquisition and its challenge to perceptions of racial and cultural homogeneity 
was completely expunged; concerns about the unincorporable desert wastelands were resolved 
with even lines and steady brush strokes; in short, the United States’ cartographic image was 
fixed, simplistic, and could be easily abstracted from its geographical context. Never before had 
national geography appeared so clean and complete. Once “home” was figured out, the 
centrifugal model compelled students outward. This time they carried with them, not simply a 
benign collection of ideas about physical geography, but a handful of concepts about race, 
industry, government, and national prosperity with which to build. 
If the discourse of destiny was in fact circulating in the United States, it is ironic that one 
of the most ubiquitous print forms of the late nineteenth-century encouraged an ever-expanding 
number of schoolchildren to gaze beyond the nation’s domestic borders. Geography textbooks 
were in large part responsible for Americans’ collective geographic imagination and they provide 
a compelling account of the ardor with which U.S. foreign intervention in Puerto Rico, Guam, 
and the Philippines was received. Moreover, these textbooks challenge conceptions of U.S. 
imperialism that suggest Turner’s frontier thesis or the Spanish-American War precipitated new 
models of imperial imagination. For many American students a global imperial consciousness 
had been operating for at least thirty years. 
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